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SUMMARY 
 
This study is an attempt to evaluate the life and work of Wangari Maathai (1949-2011) using 
the lens of Dark Green Religion (DGR). Wangari Maathai received the Nobel Peace Prize in 
2004 for her environmental activism, starting in her native Kenya and spreading globally. She 
initiated the planting of trees in an effort to combat the environmental degradation severely 
impacting on the lives of rural women in Kenya.  
She encouraged the planting of trees since they provide in the basic needs of the community, 
enabling them to sustain themselves and achieve a better quality of life, while restoring their 
environment. The Green Belt Movement established by Maathai succeeded in planting more 
than 30 million trees across Kenya, but the movement also became involved in issues of 
social justice. Maathai strove to demonstrate that a link exists between the environment, 
peace and democratic governance. The recognition she received from the Nobel Peace Prize 
committee reflects an acknowledgement of this aspect of her advocacy. 
While preparing for the Dark Green Religious analysis of the research into the life and work 
of Maathai, I investigated theoretical concepts such as “religion”, “ecology”, “nature 
religion” and “spirituality” as well as the background of the environmental crisis, and the role 
which religions play in aggravating the crisis. The origin of the phenomenon of Dark Green 
Religion and the various manifestations of it in modern society are traced to specific 
literature. 
The concept of Dark Green Religion as formulated by Bron Taylor is studied in detail. 
Although it is possible to distinguish four different types of DGR they all reflect the 
following principles: belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness. 
The analysis of Wangari Maathai’s life, work and publications evidences that the DGR 
principles (belonging, interconnectedness, kinship, a deep-seated appreciation, reverence and 
awe) are well-known to her and part of her worldview. These principles are clearly 
identifiable in the published literature of Wangari Maathai which includes her autobiography. 
The analysis also took note of the core values of the Green Belt Movement since this is one 
of her legacies. A secondary outcome of the study concerns the type of DGR which Maathai 
epitomizes. It is evident that she is an exponent of Gaian Naturalism.  
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The results of the DGR analysis support the hypothesis that Wangari Maathai may be 
considered a representative of DGR. The lens of DGR was chosen as a means to analyse and 
reflect on her contributions since Maathai did not express her adherence to any particular 
confessional religion. She merely uses religious-like language, emotions and values in 
combination with scientific insights.  
The study is subjected to certain limitations. Due to the amount of contributions by Wangari 
Maathai to various fields, it was not possible to do an in-depth analysis of all her 
contributions. Aspects such as “eco-feminism”, “transformative leadership” and the 
“decolonial debate” are only touched on since they do not belong to the primary focus of the 
research. Although some research in these fields have been done, sufficient scope remains for 
others to focus on them and to further highlight how this remarkable person touched the lives 
of so many people. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 
 1.1   Introduction 
Today we are faced with a challenge that calls for a shift in our thinking, so that 
humanity stops threatening its life-support system. We are called to assist the Earth to 
heal her wounds and, in the process, heal our own – indeed to embrace the whole of 
creation in all its diversity, beauty and wonder. Recognizing that sustainable 
development, democracy and peace are indivisible is an idea whose time has come. 
(SAFCEI, 14 Dec 2018). 
This quote from Wangari Maathai’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech in 2004 (Maathai, 
2005) is part of an email sent to convey Christmas wishes to its readers by the Southern 
African Faith Communities’ Environment Institute (SAFCEI). It demonstrates the relevance 
of the spiritual values promoted by this environmental activist and serves to remind us why 
she is the first environmentalist to win the Nobel Peace Prize. At the same time, it is a 
demonstration of how the spiritual values underlying her work are applicable to a religious 
context. 
The intention of this study is to position the contribution of Wangari Maathai in the context 
of the environmental crisis facing the earth. The hermeneutical lens of Dark Green Religion 
(DGR) is used to identify and demonstrate the evidence of an environmental spirituality 
underlying her life and work. The principles of DGR, belonging, interconnectedness and 
sacredness are applied to analyse and interpret her life and work to obtain sufficient evidence 
to support the hypothesis that she could be seen to embody the spirituality of Dark Green 
Religion. As part of this analysis an opinion is formulated regarding the most likely type of 
DGR she represents. 
In this first chapter the environmental crisis facing the earth is presented and the role of 
religions in this crisis briefly explained. The conceptual lens used, Dark Green Religion, is 
introduced and some terms and assumptions are clarified. The research aims and questions 
guiding this study are given and the limitations of the study are outlined. The concepts of 
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ecofeminism, transformational leadership and decolonialism are briefly discussed in relation 
to Wangari Maathai. These concepts are considered to fall outside the scope of this study, 
since other scholars have already done research in these areas and the possibility for further 
studies remains. 
 
1.2 Wangari Maathai, the Green Belt Movement and the ecological crisis 
This study focuses on Wangari Maathai, (April 1940 - September 2011) (Maathai, 2007; 
Hunt, 2014). Maathai was an environmentalist from Kenya who became known initially for 
the establishment of the Green Belt Movement (GBM). This movement aimed to combat 
deforestation and environmental degradation through the planting of trees by members of 
(mostly rural) communities throughout Kenya, by advocating a holistic approach to 
sustainable development. According to Maathai, peace hinges on democratic governance that 
considers the underlying worth of the environment. This link between democracy and peace 
was recognized by the Nobel Committee when they conferred the Nobel Peace Prize on 
Wangari Maathai in 2004 (Maathai, 2008). The escalating global environmental crisis made 
the recognition of this link an important step. 
The environmental crisis has been studied and commented on by scholars with an increasing 
urgency during the last decades of the 20th, and the first decades of the 21st century (White, 
1967; Gottlieb, 2006; Taylor, 2010). The most recent data gathered by scientists point to 
faster than expected increases in factors relevant to global warming, such as atmospheric 
carbon concentration and the rise of global temperatures. Dire consequences are envisaged 
for the earth and all her inhabitants, should humans not radically change their way of living 
(Engelbrecht, 2019). 
Africa in particular will be affected by climate change. Researchers postulate that populations 
in areas currently susceptible to food scarcity and resulting famine, will be hard hit by climate 
variability. Fluctuations in temperature, rainfall and increased seasonal variations are difficult 
for subsistence farmers to accommodate (Downing, 1991; Wheeler & Von Braun, 2013). 
Maathai was aware of these factors and the GBM established by her was an effort to pre-empt 
these effects (Maathai, 2010:23). She applied lateral and practical thinking in an attempt to 
solve the problems experienced by people in their daily existence.  
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The original objective of the movement was to help rural women meet their basic needs by 
the simple action of planting trees (Maathai, 2010:13). In the first thirty years of its 
operations, the GBM was involved in the planting of 30 million indigenous trees in many 
diverse parts of Kenya, creating so-called ‘Green Belts’ of up to 1000 trees (Maathai 
2007:137). The trees were beneficial in reversing the effects of environmental degradation 
and the purpose was to combat poverty and to empower principally rural women to become 
self-sustaining and to provide for their families (Maathai, 2008; Merton & Dater, 2008). 
Wangari Maathai did not adhere to a specific religious denomination or spiritual creed when 
starting her Green Belt Movement (Maathai, 2010:13). In her work, Replenishing the Earth 
(2010), she explains that specific spiritual or religious traditions did not inspire the work of 
the Green Belt Movement (GBM). She tended rather towards an ecumenical understanding of 
faith (Maathai, 2010:14). In most rural communities in Kenya the Bible is well-known, due to 
missionary work by Christian missionaries during the colonial era. Therefore, GBM 
employees make use of the Bible to provide examples of how the natural resources of the 
earth should best be treated (Maathai, 2010:20). She also mentions concepts from other 
religious traditions, for example the Japanese notion of mottainai, referring to respect and 
care for the resources of the earth (Maathai, 2008:27; 2010:15). This concept is part of the 
values promoted by the GBM.  
During the early years of the GBM Maathai didn’t attempt to make a distinction between 
spiritual and so-called secular activities, but she gradually realized that, in the modest actions 
of planting trees, other things were beginning to change (Maathai, 2010:14). Becoming 
actively involved in caring for and regenerating their living environment also brought 
changes to people in other, non-tangible ways. People started to discover their own voice, 
increased their self-knowledge and developed more self-confidence, aspects of their 
personalities that were degraded and reduced by poverty and hopelessness (Merton & Dater, 
2008). This urged Maathai (and in practise the GBM), to get involved in communities in 
other ways, such as striving for justice and a democratic society. This resulted in the 
movement playing a role in the struggle for human, environmental, political and civic rights 
in Kenya (Maathai, 2010:14). 
The GBM was maintained and grew because of its reliance on specific core values. These 
were a love for the environment; respect and gratitude for the resources provided by the 
earth; a desire for self-empowerment and self-improvement; and very importantly, a 
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willingness to serve and advocate for the common good of others (Maathai, 2010:14). In 
Chapter Three the life of Wangari Maathai is discussed in detail and how she initiated the 
Green Belt Movement in 1977. 
 
1.3   Theoretical concepts 
The study uses some concepts as basis for the analysis of Maathai’s life and work, namely 
religion, dark green religion, ecology, nature religion and spirituality. These will be outlined 
briefly in the following subsections. 
 
1.3.1 Religion 
The term religion has never been unilaterally defined and may mean different things to 
people in different contexts. Through the years various scholars formulated definitions of 
religion related to their convictions, but no one definition has emerged. According to Eliade 
(1987:282), to attempt to define religion is in itself a “Western construct” and is rooted in the 
language that is used.  A definition of religion is based on an assumption that a divide exists 
between the sacred and the profane (Eliade, 1987:283), therefore a dichotomous worldview. 
From these comments it becomes evident that the study of religion is a diverse and divisive 
discipline. Just to formulate a definition of religion becomes a lengthy exercise. Suffice to say 
that scholars such as Kant, Schleiermacher, Hegel, Kierkegaard and Mȕller all made worthy 
contributions in this regard (Kessler, 2012). Olupona (2009:61) suggests defining the concept 
of religion as the “search for the sacred and transcendence” which he attributes to David 
Chichester. 
A major problem complicating the formulation of an acceptable definition of religion is that 
religion cannot be separated from the socio-cultural aspects of society (Eliade, 1987:283).  
This is made more difficult in societies other than the West, where religion is considered as 
an essential part of the way of life (Eliade, 1987:284). Hinduism and Buddhism are examples 
of the pursuit of a life in harmony with nature, an approach also typical of African religion.  
In societies all over the world, belief systems were slowly formalized over time and came to 
be represented as the organized religions practised today. This study focuses on Dark Green 
Religion, which may be described as an emerging religious system, developing in response to 
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the growing environmental crisis on earth. A definition formulated by Bron Taylor, the 
protagonist of Dark Green Religion, considers religion as “that which connects and binds 
people to that which they most value, depend on and consider sacred” (Taylor, 2010:2). 
For the purposes of this study religion would be considered as the belief system fervently, 
passionately and sincerely held on to by an individual, as the basis of his / her value system 
and moral behaviour. This belief system also functions as the connection of the individual to 
the supernatural and gives him/her a gateway into communicating with the sacred and / or 
divine, although this does not apply to all religions. 
This definition is a broad one, with the aim of being inclusive and adhering to Bron Taylor’s 
recommendation of applying a polyfocal approach to the study of religion (Taylor, 2010:1, 
2). 
 
1.3.2 Dark Green Religion (DGR) 
The concept of Dark Green Religion is central to this study and will be discussed in depth in 
further chapters. To introduce the concept briefly, a concise definition is presented here. 
Following from the definition given above for the term religion, when applied to this study, it 
follows that adherents to Dark Green Religion are passionate and sincere about their beliefs, 
which links to the dark green aspect of DGR. It is this aspect that may lead to confusion and 
objection from other people unfamiliar with DGR. It may also result in behaviour considered 
as threatening. 
Bron Taylor studied the emergence of movements supplanting previous belief systems due to 
the spreading of new scientific understanding. He found that nature-centred spiritual belief 
systems are becoming more accepted in providing ethical and moral guidelines in modern 
society. Environmental activists from a wide spectrum of movements revere nature as sacred 
and possessing intrinsic worth, the basic tenet used by Taylor to characterize the phenomenon 
of Dark Green Religion and to identify DGR organizations, movements and individuals 
(Taylor, 2011). 
A central focus of DGR is a deep-felt kinship with all other living organisms on earth (arising 
from a Darwinian understanding that all forms of life have developed from a common 
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ancestor), accompanied by feelings of humility, coupled with a critical view of human moral 
superiority (Taylor, 2010:13). 
 
1.3.3 Ecology 
The word ecology is derived from the Greek word oikos (the inhabited world), and 
etymologically means “the logic of living creatures in their homes” (Rolston, 2006:387). 
Ecology is a natural science and important concepts include aspects such as ecosystems, 
succession, food webs, habitats, energy flow and keystone species. An important aim of 
ecological science is sustainable development, or more applicable, a sustainable biosphere 
(Rolston, 2006:387, 388). 
Ecology is a unique science since it is not only based on scientific facts and research, but also 
embraces a holistic view “of the earth as an ecosystem of interconnected relationships in 
which humans are part of the web of life” (Berkes, 2008:252). This inclusion of ethical and 
moral aspects into the science of ecology, provides a foundation for a religious approach such 
as DGR. In his definitive 2010 work on Dark Green Religion, Bron Taylor presents the 
ecological rules formulated by Paul Watson (cofounder of Green Peace), to form the basis for 
an alternative biocentric ‘religion’ to replace conventional, anthropocentric religions (Taylor, 
2010:99). 
 
1.3.4 Nature Religion 
The term nature religion entered academic discussion after the publication of a work on 
Nature Religion in America, by Catherine Albanese in 1990 (Taylor, 2005:1173). Nature 
religion may be viewed as a certain tendency that is found within a religion or across 
different religions and therefore does not refer to a specific group or type of religions. 
Naturalist tendencies may be found in various religions or other nature revering movements 
(Taylor, 2005:1174). It is concerned with the understanding of transcendence by the 
individual. In religions that may be considered as nature religions, the individual’s 
understanding of transcendence is lateral, not vertical. The milieu of the sacred is nature, not 
primarily the supernatural (Taylor, 2005:1175). 
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Many types of religion fall under the banner of nature religion, including Dark Green 
Religion.  
 
1.3.5 Spiritual/ity 
The term spirituality is used by both religious and non-religious people and can be the cause 
of confusion since it is often understood differently. Non-religious people use the term to 
describe their experiences of “another world” (which could include a notion of the 
supernatural or divine but not necessarily so) outside of organized religion, while religious 
people use the term to describe their own journey to deeper spiritual growth within their 
specific religion (Taylor, 2010:3-4).  
An American study found that a large proportion of the population confess their belief in a 
supernatural power while they do not belong to a church (Fuller, 2001:1) These un-churched 
people consider themselves spiritual, even though they are not connected to a specific 
denomination. This is an alternative view from those that do not acknowledge a supernatural 
power but rely on their own reason and scientific facts, embracing a scientific worldview 
(Fuller, 2001:2). 
According to Olupona (2009:62), the increase in people considering spirituality as a 
substitute for religion in contemporary society, coincided with the development of the 
environmental movement. Taylor confirms this, stating that nature-based spiritualities are a 
growing social force worldwide (Taylor, 2011). 
 
1.4   Background: The global environmental crisis 
Throughout history, humans have had an impact on their environment, which formed part and 
parcel of the development of human civilizations (White, 1967:1203). Examples are the over-
irrigation in ancient Babylonia that may have resulted in a change in the local eco-systems, 
and the extinction of some Palaeolithic animals in North America that could be ascribed to 
hunting efforts by native Americans (Gottlieb, 2006:5-6). There is, in fact, no way humans 
can exist on earth without making an impact on the environment. What has changed recently 
is the rate and severity of the impact made on the environment and the global nature of the 
damage (Gottlieb, 2006:5-6). The full impact on the earth and her inhabitants, of all the 
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changes brought about by human actions, have not yet been adequately studied, and as a 
result, the extent of all the possible consequences are unknown (White, 1967:1203). 
According to Gottlieb (2006:4-5), the global environmental crisis can be divided into eight 
major challenges. The first concerns global climate change, resulting in the disruption of 
weather systems, agricultural cycles and the levels of the sea. Secondly, the build-up of 
chemical, heavy metal, biological and nuclear waste in eco-systems due to human activities 
cannot continue indefinitely without serious consequences. This may be linked to the loss of 
fertile topsoil as a result of agriculture and deforestation, that has reduced yields for farmers 
worldwide. The drastic increase in the extinction of plant, animal and insect species is a very 
worrying phenomenon and is directly linked to the constant shrinking of pristine wilderness 
areas where species other than humans may exist undisturbed. These last two factors are the 
result of unbridled population growth, draining the earth’s resources. The two prior 
challenges are also linked to the demise of indigenous peoples who depended on wilderness 
areas to sustain their way of life and as they disappear, so does the intimate knowledge of 
their environments. So-called developed or first-world societies put increasing strain on the 
environment as a result of the adaptation of unsustainable lifestyles and consumption 
patterns, fuelled by the consumer industry. And lastly, genetic engineering of organisms, 
which recently became a possibility due to innovations in the fields of biogenetics and 
biotechnology, will no doubt have some unpredictable and uncontainable results (Gottlieb, 
2006:4-5).  
 
1.4.1   The escalating environmental crisis 
This division of the environmental crisis into various aspects enables the observer to grasp 
the full impact of the crisis. Recent data collated by scientists relate to these identified 
challenges and confirm that all measured indicators are increasing at a faster rate than 
expected; namely the concentrations of atmospheric carbon dioxide and methane gas; the 
melting of the Greenland ice sheet, Arctic ice cap and Antarctic ice shelves; global average 
temperatures; and worldwide crop losses and loss of biodiversity that are threatening food 
security (Engelbrecht, 2019). The underestimation of the severity of the crises (ascribed to a 
variety of factors) has led to a false sense of security, while the time to reverse the trends is 
fast diminishing.  
18 
 
Concerned academics from various disciplines are continuously publishing works dealing 
with the effects of climate change, resulting in a broadening of the debate. A Pulitzer Prize 
winner, Elizabeth Kolbert, writes: “It may seem impossible to imagine that a technologically 
advanced society could choose, in essence, to destroy itself, but that is what we are now in 
the process of doing” (Kolbert, 2006:189). 
The headline of an article in Nature (5 December 2018) announced: “Global warming will 
happen faster than we think.” (Xu, Ramanathan & Victor). In a summary of the recent report 
from the Institute for Public Policy Research it is stated clearly that environmental change is 
mainly a result of human activities and that “the scale and pace of the destabilisation of 
natural systems means the window of opportunity for avoiding catastrophic outcomes, 
including tipping points, is likely to be closing” (Laybourn-Langton, Rankin, & Baxter, 
2019:14).  
In the Fifth Assessment Report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change it is 
estimated from data gathered by the world’s leading climate scientists, that little more than a 
decade remains before induced changes will become irreversible (IPCC Report, 2014). The 
authors of the report warn that future global warming must be contained at 1.5 ̊C or less to 
reduce the risk of catastrophic environmental changes. They add that only 12 years are left to 
reach agreements on how to limit global climate changes (Watts, October 2018). 
In April 2019 students and school children worldwide took part in a global protest about 
climate change. It was the largest action on climate change ever on earth, in which more than 
1.6 million people participated. This event was a result of activism by a schoolgirl from 
Sweden, Greta Thunberg, who decided that waiting for other people to do something is no 
longer an option (Engelbrecht, 2019). She spoke at the World Economic Forum meeting in 
Davos in February 2019, where she said the following: “I don’t want you to be hopeful, I 
want you to panic. I want you to feel the fear I feel every day and then I want you to 
act…Either we choose to go on as a civilization or we don’t.” (Front cover of The Guardian 
Weekly, 15 February 2019, Engelbrecht, 2019). These quotes from diverse sources are 
indicative that people are starting to feel more and more overwhelmed by the environmental 
crisis and are uncertain about the future (A Rocha, April 2019; SAFCEI, April 2019). 
The predictions made about climate change are disturbing and not always easy to prove or 
disprove. However, what is undisputed is that the eventual outcome remains the same – an 
inhospitable earth, incapable of supporting human or any other life. The arguments and 
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phenomena mentioned above, provide sufficient weight to the argument that no sector of 
human society can remain aloof from, or indifferent to, the global environmental crisis. 
 
1.4.2  The role of religion in the environmental crisis: The emergence of Dark Green 
Religion as religious phenomenon 
The reason religion cannot remain unaffected by the environmental crisis is the substantiated 
claim that religious beliefs helped to generate the crisis (White, 1967:1205-1206; Taylor, 
2010:10-11), as well as the responsibility of religion to assist society in the formulation of 
ethical and moral norms. The global scale of the crisis requires the abandoning of a dualistic 
approach, that considers humans and nature as separate, therefore placing a responsibility on 
religious leaders to become actively involved (White, 1967:1207; Maathai, 2010:147, 150). 
Historically, monotheistic religions are supposed to have promoted the notion of humans 
having the divinely bestowed right to utilize nature for their own sustenance and 
advancement. Progress, driven by scientific research and society’s needs, was given priority 
over the rights of indigenous peoples, animals and the environment. Christianity has been 
assigned the main responsibility for this worldview, which became the dominant outlook of 
Western societies (White, 1967). Other religions promote different, less dualistic worldviews, 
such as the expression of compassion towards all sentient beings - not only humans (for 
example, Buddhism), and the perception that all living things form part of one whole (for 
example, Hinduism), but this is not always evident in practise (Taylor, 2010:12). 
 
1.4.2.1 Greening of religion: The Earth Bible 
A remedy for the destructive worldview currently in place is to attempt to change the 
religious outlook. The religious scholar, Norman Habel, and the Earth Bible Team undertook 
the task of interpreting the Bible from an environmental point of view (Habel, 2000). This re-
interpretation of the Bible is in line with the argument that the solution to the environmental 
crisis is not the sole responsibility of scientists, but that we are all part of the crisis and 
therefore should take responsibility for the solution. In the same manner as which feminists 
challenged the patriarchal outlook of biblical texts, the Earth Bible Team attempted to reveal 
and expose the anthropocentric nature of biblical texts (Habel, 2000:7).  
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One particularly contentious text is Genesis 1:26-28, part of the creation narrative. The 
mandate given to humankind to “have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of 
the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that 
creeps on the earth” (Genesis 1:26, Global Study Bible ESV, 2012), is interpreted as 
contributing to the ecological crisis because of the assumption that the earth and all other 
living creatures exist solely to be of use to humans (Habel, 2000:13). Historically Christianity 
is associated with Western culture and therefore seen as an aggravating factor in the 
environmental crisis. Lyn White in particular (1967), argued that the Bible contributed 
directly to the environmental crisis faced by the earth and her inhabitants since the 
anthropocentric outlook of Western Christianity was derived from the Bible. 
The Earth Bible Team hoped to combat this argument. They applied eco-justice hermeneutics 
and interpreted biblical texts by viewing the Earth as a subject rather than an object, and by 
implementing hermeneutics of suspicion by asking whether the earth is being treated unjustly 
(Habel, 2000:34). Through this alternative reading of the Bible they endeavoured to promote 
a sense of worship in readers, and to encourage them to revere the glory of God in creation 
and to reposition humans as part of creation with a responsibility to the earth and other 
creatures as well as for the earth and other creatures. This is achieved by rereading the 
Biblical texts and rethinking it, using the eco-justice principles formulated by the team 
(Habel, 2000:16).  
The eco-justice principles used in the re-interpretation of biblical texts are: The principles of 
intrinsic worth, interconnectedness, voice, purpose, mutual custodianship and of resistance 
(Habel, 2000:24). The discussion of Dark Green Religion and its principles will disclose 
tangencies between the eco-justice principles and those of DGR (See Chapter Two, 2.2 b). 
The changing of the anthropocentric Christian worldview to a more environmentally friendly 
worldview, is considered a ‘greening’ of Christianity from within (Taylor, 2010:10). 
Habel defined a new environmental worldview from a Christian perspective as follows:  
Earth is a living planet that originated in cosmic space and evolved into a living 
habitat; Earth is a fragile web of interconnected and interdependent forces and 
domains of existence; Earth is a living community in which humans and all other 
organisms are kin, who live and move and have their common destiny (Habel, 
2009:43). 
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This worldview resonates with the principles of Dark Green Religion namely, 
interconnectedness and kinship, and promotes a sustainable way of life. Unfortunately, the 
promotion of this change in outlook and adaptation of an alternative worldview, rather than 
the accepted anthropocentric worldview, did not result in a large-scale change in the mindset 
of Christians. Opposition to this change in worldview persists, inter alia in fundamentalist 
Christian circles who deny the theory of evolution. 
 
1.4.2.2 Arguments against a change in religious outlook 
Three main arguments are identified by Gottlieb (2006) as used by those opposed to religion 
playing an active role in reformulating the western worldview. 
Firstly, some are of the opinion that the message about man’s relationship with the earth and 
all other creatures does not have priority over messages about salvation, the need to live a 
moral life or to object to violence (Gottlieb, 2006:8). 
A second argument against the involvement of churches and religious movements in 
environmental activism, is that religious involvement in political activities results in violence 
and gross violations of human rights. Examples of this are the incitement of ethnic violence 
in some countries and the repression of the rights of LGBT people and women (Gottlieb, 
2006:9). This argument can easily be disproved with numerous examples of secular 
movements displaying fanaticism and violent intentions to an equal degree than religious 
movements (Cavanaugh, 2009:15). 
Lastly, some religious thinkers claim that the involvement of religion in everyday (secular) 
issues may lead to compromises in areas of moral and ethical significance or in a dilution of 
religion’s impact (Gottlieb, 2006:10). However, this stance of distancing religion from 
secular society is also counterproductive, since all inhabitants of the earth are being 
increasingly affected by environmental degradation, not only members of so-called secular 
society, but also members of religious organizations everywhere. 
The apparent lack of action taken by organized religion to address environmental issues may 
have been instrumental in the renewed interest in so-called nature religions and the 
emergence of new nature related movements outside of organized religion (Taylor, 2010:11-
12). The scholar Bron Taylor has devoted his life to this phenomenon and has named it ‘Dark 
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Green Religion’. He has written about it extensively and in his book, Dark Green Religion: 
Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (2010), provides the basis for this movement. 
This study is an attempt to analyse the life and work of Wangari Maathai in terms of the 
principles of DGR. This hermeneutic lens was chosen as conceptual framework, since 
Maathai made it clear that she did not establish the GBM under the auspices of a particular 
religion or church (Maathai, 2010:13), but she merges (spiritual) values with science, 
precisely what DGR attempts to do. 
 
1.4.3  Tangencies of other religions with DGR: African Traditional Religion 
African Traditional Religions is a term used to categorize the religions of indigenous 
societies in Africa. Much diversity is found between the religion practised by these 
communities, but there are also some definite commonalities. There are no sacred scriptures, 
since African Religion is primarily transferred orally, but there is a shared belief in a divine 
supreme being, the realm of spirits and the importance of community (Kruger, Lubbe & 
Steyn, 2009:33-35). Rituals play an important role in African Traditional Religions and is 
important in establishing a link between the living members of a community and between 
them and their ancestors (Kruger et al, 2009:39). It is also important to realise that African 
Religion is often privately implied rather than publicly demonstrated and therefore revealed 
more as a way of life than other organized religions (Kruger et al, 2009:39). 
Contrary to religions primarily practised in Western societies, in African religious thought 
nature has always played an important role, where humans are seen as part and parcel of 
nature (e.g. the San). This is confirmed by statements made by some African scholars. 
Ikuenobe (2014:2) is of the opinion that in African thought, humans and nature are 
considered to exist as one harmonious, interconnected whole. This statement evidently links 
with the DGR principle of interconnectedness and denounces the Western dualistic 
worldview. He also claims that African Traditional Religions furthers this worldview and 
that, before the onset of the invasion of Africa by Colonial powers, African society operated 
in a manner that did not exploit the environment (Ikuenobe, 2014:2). He supports his opinion 
by referring to African scholars, such as Mbiti, Senghor, Onyewuenyi and Sodipo (Ikuenobe, 
2014). 
23 
 
Other African authors have expressed similar views. Jacob Olupona confirms that African 
Traditional Religion bestow sacredness on nature (Olupona, 2009:63). He adds that natural 
landmarks all over Africa are protected because of religious beliefs, and that religious rituals 
assist people in using natural resources wisely (Olupona, 2009:64). The renaming of 
landmarks by European settlers and the imposing of a European language on the colonized 
people, had a negative impact on African people’s view towards the environment, as 
described in more detail in a following section. 
The next chapter (Methodology) will provide a description of Dark Green Religion, its fore-
runners and the principles on which the movement is based. That does not mean that an 
environmental concern is exclusively attributed to Dark Green Religion. Ecologists refer to 
“traditional ecological knowledge” (Berkes, 2008: 3-6), possessed by groups of people after 
living for a long time in a given environment. These groups of indigenous people found all 
over the world, collectively accumulated intimate knowledge of the ecosystems they depend 
on for their survival and how to live there sustainably, without having a negative impact on 
those specific ecosystems. Researchers studying these groups consider it their responsibility 
to protect the people and their traditional knowledge from being usurped by modern society 
(Taylor, 2010:154). 
 
1.5   Contribution of the study 
The purpose of this study is to view the life and work of Wangari Maathai through the lens of 
Dark Green Religion. The result of this analysis will contribute to the body of work about her 
and will be an attempt to evaluate the importance of her contribution to the battle against 
environmental degradation. By doing this I hope to demonstrate how a leader can influence 
people’s worldview on a spiritual level, including well-informed practices based on science, 
although not from a specific religious denomination. 
 
1.6   Research problem and research question 
The research problem this study aims to address, is to ascertain whether DGR is a suitable 
lens to evaluate the contribution of an environmental leader, using the spiritual values 
ascribed to DGR, namely, belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness as tools for analysis.  
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The environmental leader chosen for analysis is Wangari Maathai, based on her 
establishment of the Green Belt Movement. Her contribution was acknowledged as 
significant on a global level by her being declared as the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 
2004. Although Taylor refers to her in his book, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality 
and the Planetary Future (Taylor, 2010:183, 189), he does not spell out in detail how she 
adheres to the distinguishable principles within his approach, and therefore the need for this 
study. 
 
1.6.1 Research question 
The research question for this study is formulated as follows:  
Can Dark Green Religion be used as a hermeneutical lens / conceptual framework to 
evaluate the life and work of Wangari Maathai by using the principles of belonging, 
interconnectedness and sacredness, and as secondary outcome, can this analysis be used to 
formulate an opinion concerning the type of Dark Green Religion she is an exponent of? 
The identification and demonstration of these principles in the life and work of Wangari 
Maathai will be used to determine whether she may be considered as an exponent of DGR, 
and how she embodied DGR principles and views in her own unique way. 
 
 
 
 
1.6.2 Methodology 
To achieve the aim of this study, the relevant literature concerning religion, spirituality and 
nature religions was studied. In this process, the approach of these movements towards the 
global environmental crisis was reviewed by the researcher.  
Dark Green Religion as defined and described by Bron Taylor in his seminal book, Dark 
Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (2010) was utilized to 
formulate the theoretical lens of DGR. The emerging concepts were studied in detail and 
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applied as lenses through which the life and work of Wangari Maathai could be read and 
studied.  
The autobiography of Wangari Maathai, Unbowed: A memoir (2007), was studied 
thoroughly, as well as other publications written by her, and works about her written by 
different authors. The study of these sources was used to provide a basis from which to 
formulate conclusions about the likelihood of viewing Wangari Maathai as an exponent of 
Dark Green Religion and to consider which type of DGR she may represent.  
 
1.7   Limitations of this study  
The contributions made by Wangari Maathai during her life are pertinent in many areas. Her 
concern for women and their experience of environmental degradation and the devastating 
effects it has on their living conditions, her activism to restore fair and representative 
government to Kenya, her overriding love for her country and its environment, and her 
leadership in encouraging people towards self-empowerment and self-betterment all coalesce 
into several significant contributions.  
 
1.7.1   Women and the environment: Ecofeminism 
In Africa, women are often the primary caregivers of their families and in this capacity, 
frequently the first to suffer as a result of environmental degradation (Maathai, 2008; Hunt, 
2014). The market driven economies of most African countries encourage farmers to earmark 
potentially high yielding agricultural land for the cultivation of cash crops, leaving rural 
women with no option but to try and produce food for their families from marginalized land 
(Nhanenge, 2007:3). The marginalized areas they can access might not yield enough food to 
sustain their families, and these areas will also be the first to be affected by environmental 
degradation due to climate change or other causes. The subsequent effects on the quality of 
life of rural populations will also other spheres of society (Nhanenge, 2007:3). 
This demonstrates the definite link between women, poverty and the environment (Nhanenge, 
2007:4). Wangari Maathai realized this and therefore most of her work was focused on 
alleviating this problem caused by environmental degradation. According to Nhanenge 
(2007:4), the association between the oppression and exploitation of women, poor people and 
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the environment, is the focus of ecofeminism. The social implications of this link have 
political consequences. 
Ecofeminism is based on the perception that there is an interconnection between the 
domination of women and the domination of nature (Ruether, 2006:362). Nhanenge (2007) 
incorporates the aspect of poverty as an additional important facet to consider. Bron Taylor 
mentions various well-known feminists who all contend that the domination of women is 
linked to that of nature, and cites Rachel Carson as the first ecofeminist (Taylor, 2010:76). 
However, he also considers her as an exponent of DGR (Taylor, 2010:150). Other feminists 
considered by him as ecofeminists are Alice Walker for the pagan themes in her book, The 
Color Purple (Taylor, 2010:163) and Vandana Shiva – a physicist and ecofeminist from India 
(Taylor, 2010:185). 
The Green Belt Movement may be typified as a grassroots movement and serves as an 
example of an eco-feminist movement, especially for its involvement in social justice issues 
(Muthuki, 2006:84). This movement was also established and expanded by Maathai precisely 
during the period when the United Nations (UN) started focusing on women, specifically 
women in rural parts of the world, and their concerns. The UN conferences on women that 
were held in Nairobi (1985) and Beijing (1995) concerned factors which impact on women’s 
lives (Muthuki, 2006:83). At these UN conferences the decision was made that the issue of 
gender should be a part of all UN projects. The link between women and sustainable 
development was recognized and it was acknowledged that women should be involved in the 
management of natural resources (Muthuki, 2006:86). Environmental degradation was 
identified as one of the main factors negatively impacting on women and children’s lives 
globally (Muthuki, 2006:83). 
Maathai’s work with the GBM to alleviate poverty caused by environmental degradation (as 
discussed in Chapter 3), eventually led to her involvement in politics, just as explained above. 
Therefore, she may be classified as an ecofeminist. Indeed, researchers have already started 
to evaluate her work from this point of view, for example Nhanenge (2007), Muthuki (2006), 
Hunt (2014), and Gorsevski (2012).  
Hunt (2014) analyses the GBM and its method of empowering rural women to oppose 
political oppression and agitate for social and environmental justice. She uses critical rhetoric 
to analyse how Maathai engaged in debate to accomplish her goals. 
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1.7.2 Transformational leadership 
One of the goals of ecofeminism is social transformation – to achieve a society where women 
can occupy their rightful place without fear. Wangari Maathai, in her role as leader of the 
Green Belt Movement, was active in promoting social transformation (Hunt, 2014:237). It 
was because of her assuming this leadership role that she inevitably became involved in 
politics and started to oppose the elected leadership of Kenya for promoting policies that 
supported social injustice (Hunt, 2014:237). 
The campaigns of the GBM aimed at empowering women and equipping them in the process 
of discovering of their own voices. The actions of the GBM were geared to promote peace 
and environmental justice, and to protest against undemocratic governance (Hunt, 2014:239). 
Maathai’s leadership role led her into the political arena, because she was aware that her 
motivation was not only to plant trees, but that she was just as concerned with the 
propagation of ideas (Hunt, 2014:241). “Maathai, through the GBM, has shown that 
leadership, combined with knowledge and experience, creates a powerful force for change” 
(Muthuki, 2006:90).  
 
1.7.3 The decolonial debate 
As revealed by the preceding discussion, the work of Wangari Maathai and the Green Belt 
Movement may be included under the banner of ecofeminism. However, the ecofeminism 
discourse is closely linked to the decolonial debate, since many structures plaguing women in 
Africa in particular, remained in place after the colonial era ended, and have become 
ingrained in African society (Nhanenge, 2007, 468-469).  
The economic system implemented by colonial governments all over Africa was based on 
capitalism and resulted in the exclusion of local subsistence farmers (Muthuki, 2006:87). In 
practice this meant the rural women, since the men had to leave their homesteads to become 
salaried workers elsewhere (Hunt, 2014:239). The policies implemented by post-
independence governments to boost their economies often focused on resource extraction and 
mainly benefitted foreign companies. It resulted in environmental degradation and 
impoverishment of the people depending on the land for their livelihood (Muthuki, 2006:87). 
These effects were clearly illustrated in Maathai’s autobiography (Maathai, 2007), and was 
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the chief motivation for the establishment of her grassroots movement, the Green Belt 
Movement (Muthuki, 2006:85; Hunt, 2014:240). 
Maathai lived during the period when Kenya was colonized by Britain, from 1895 as part of 
the East African Protectorate, until 1963, and the period of independence following the first 
democratic elections in 1964 (Independent Lens, 2017). Her environmental activism in 
reaction to the situation faced by rural women brought her into the political arena and in 
conflict with the political leaders of her time and she challenged the patriarchal and capitalist 
leaders of her country (Muthuki, 2006:88). 
Gorsevski (2012) analysed the peacebuilding messages embedded in Maathai’s writing and 
public speeches. She considers it as a form of postcolonial communication to resist 
postcolonial oppression (Gorsevski, 2012:2). Maathai chose her words and expressions to 
convey a message of peace to her audiences and offered her listeners a sense of “home and 
belonging” (Gorsevski, 2012:7). She successfully managed to convey her environmental 
messages to intercultural and international audiences, demonstrating her ability to attract 
publicity, her charismatic leadership and her excellent networking skills (Gorsevski, 2012:7). 
She was an outstanding example of African women’s leadership. 
A contemporary of Maathai, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, was born in Kenya in 1938 and came from 
the Limuru area. He is also a member of the Kikuyu ethnic community (South African 
History online, 2017). He is an academic and activist and has published several contributions 
to the decolonial debate. In the preface to his work, Something torn and new: An African 
Renaissance (2009), he said that there is: “No religion, no culture, no nation today that has 
not been affected by colonialism and its aftermath. Indeed, modernity can be considered a 
product of colonialism.” (wa Thiong’o, 2009: xi). As author and activist, he comments on the 
legacy of colonialism and the neo-colonialism implemented by African leaders. His 
outspokenness brought him into conflict with the Kenyan authorities and he left the country 
to live in exile in Britain for several years (South African History online, 2017). The 
aftermath of colonialism in Africa is a complex issue that warrants intensive study and 
debate. 
 
 
1.7.4   Conclusion 
29 
 
The aspects touched on in the preceding paragraphs, namely ecofeminism, transformational 
leadership and the decolonial debate, are interrelated facets of the same problem. From the 
discussion it also became evident that Wangari Maathai could be considered relevant to each 
of these aspects and future in-depth studies can be considered in this regard. However, for the 
purposes of this study the researcher focused solely on the aspects of her work that could be 
related to Dark Green Religion. 
Since this study is concerned chiefly with the environmental crisis facing the world, the 
contribution Maathai made in the global action to address it will be evaluated through the 
lens of Dark Green Religion. Aspects such as eco-feminism and the decolonial debate 
therefore fall outside of the scope of this study. 
 
1.8   Background and context of the researcher 
The researcher is a student in eco-theology as part of religion studies. She also has a 
background in biochemistry and food science, motivating her interest in investigating the 
connection between religion and the sciences. She is concerned with promoting a change in 
people’s worldview from a consumerist to an environmentally friendly one, notably also 
informed by religion insights. 
 
1.9   Trustworthiness and code of ethics 
The method employed in this study entails the analysis of selected texts only and no direct 
interaction with participants was involved. Therefore, ethical considerations regarding 
interaction with participants were not relevant to this study. 
The researcher undertakes to be honest in her reporting of facts, to maintain her integrity as a 
researcher and academic scholar, and not to engage in plagiarism. 
 
1.10   Conclusion 
The aim of this introductory chapter was to position the study in the broader debate regarding 
the environmental crisis and to emphasize the contribution to environmental regeneration that 
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was made by Wangari Maathai. This chapter also provided other necessary information about 
the research question, the methodology and other considerations. 
This study did not enter into the conversation around colonialism and de-colonialism, nor into 
the debate regarding ecofeminism, although Maathai made some definite contributions in 
these fields. Other scholars have already made contributions to these topics with relevance to 
Wangari Maathai. Articles evaluating her contributions to education and on the terrain of 
social justice have also appeared recently. Therefore, the researcher will focus exclusively at 
evaluating her contribution, and to a lesser extent, that of the GBM, through the lens of DGR 
and its embracement of nature spirituality. 
 
1.10.1   Structure of the study 
The chapters succeeding this introductory chapter entail firstly, an exposition of the 
theoretical lens of Dark Green Religion in some detail (Chapter Two), referring to 
forerunners of DGR and the types of DGR identified by Bron Taylor. This is followed by a 
summarized biography of Wangari Maathai (Chapter Three), presenting details of her 
childhood and education, and pinpointing aspects that played a role in her development as an 
environmental activist. Chapter Four focuses on an analysis of Maathai using the principles 
of DGR and providing quotes from her writing as well as comments by other authors 
supporting the conclusions. The study ends with a chapter containing a summary of the most 
important conclusions of the DGR analysis and a critical reflection on the study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
METHODOLOGY: DARK GREEN RELIGION 
 
2.1   Introduction 
The principles of DGR engender a value system based on a felt kinship with all other living 
organisms with an underlying feeling of humility, therefore steering clear of the concept of 
human moral, intellectual and divine superiority. These two aspects are accompanied by a 
strong emphasis on interconnectedness and interdependence, drawn from knowledge gained 
from the sciences of ecology and physics, among others (Taylor, 2010:13).  
It is necessary to make a distinction between green religion and Dark Green Religion. Green 
religion considers environmentally friendly behaviour as a religious obligation whereas Dark 
Green Religion fervently holds that nature is sacred, has intrinsic value and should be 
awarded / granted due reverent care (Taylor, 2010:10). 
 
2.1.1    Forerunners of DGR 
Dark Green Religion did not exist or was not identified as such until recently. However, some 
people may be classified as forerunners and as laying the foundations for this concept. Jean 
Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) was a significant forerunner of DGR in early western society 
(Taylor, 2010:8). He was one of the first influential writers to openly criticize society and the 
church and started a modern nature revering movement in Europe and North America, the 
Romantic Movement. His writings contain similar ideas to that found in DGR, such as a 
rejection of materialism and an appreciation of the value of unspoilt nature (Ellingson, 
2001:81-82).  
Rousseau maintained that intimate contact with nature and its openhearted contemplation is 
the only way for people to be truly happy. He observed that indigenous people live closer to 
nature and made the assumption that, as a result, they are socially and ecologically superior to 
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civilized (Western) people. From this conviction the notion of the noble savage developed, 
although Rousseau himself never coined this phrase (Ellingson, 2001:81-82). 
The term noble savage reflects the idealized European vision of the inhabitants of the New 
World (America and Africa?), as pictured by the writing of Jean Jacques Rousseau and other 
European writers in the early 18th century (Redford, 1991:1). The worsening environmental 
crisis has intensified the search for new ways of living on the earth and led to a revival of the 
ideal of living in harmony with nature. Both scientists and world governments are looking at 
indigenous cultures for guidance and information. Unfortunately, the truth is that the world of 
native American (or other indigenous) people no longer exists and that their descendants are 
also using modern methods to survive and earn a living. However, the indigenous knowledge 
contained in traditions and cultures of peoples with a long history of living in closer harmony 
with nature than Western society, may provide valuable inputs in formulating more 
appropriate responses than the current ones to address the environmental crisis. All sources 
should be considered to formulate the most appropriate answers (Redford, 1991:3). 
The critical comments of Rousseau on religious practices and organizations did not always 
succeed in convincing his critics but resulted in soul searching and eventually led to reform 
movements within organized religions (Taylor, 2010:10). Other public figures from the 19th 
and early 20th centuries that strongly promoted a more spiritual connection with nature 
included Thomas Jefferson, Ralph Emerson, Henry David Thoreau and John Muir.  
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), the third president of the United States, was a deist and 
believed that liberty strongly depends on the connection of people to their land (Taylor, 
2010:48). Deism is the belief in a cosmological God who is responsible for Creation but 
withdrew after creating the cosmos. He is not a personal God who intervenes in human affairs 
(Shannon, 2006:344). Deists believe that God is revealed primarily through the laws of nature 
(Taylor, 2010:48). People with a scientific worldview are often attracted to this kind of belief 
(Santmire & Cobb, 2006:125).  
Another influential North American was the writer Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882, 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019). He represented various aspects of DGR thinking in his 
work, at times making pantheistic, animistic and Platonic comments. Pantheism may be 
described as the belief that God is seen as being in and part of everything in the universe 
(Chryssavgis, 2006:103; Berkes, 2008:114), while Animism is a belief system that ascribes 
the characteristics of living beings to non-living entities (Barnhill, 2006:431). 
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Emerson’s work influenced Henry David Thoreau and John Muir. Thoreau (1817-1862, 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019) was a forerunner of the non-supernaturalistic belief system, 
and, just like Muir, combined a scientific naturalism with religious pantheism (Taylor, 
2006:591-592). Naturalism is a term used to refer to a form of nature spirituality that revere 
nature, not through transcendence, but through environmental activism and involvement in 
the conservation of wilderness areas. Thoreau and Muir are examples of naturalists that didn’t 
believe in the supernatural, while Emerson was a naturalist with transcendentalist tendencies. 
At the beginning of the 20th century movements emphasizing nature and the negative impact 
of civilization have already started to gain momentum, as a result of the influence of the 
newly discovered beauty and grandeur of the American landscape, combined with the 
observation by the settlers of the way of life practised by the indigenous American people 
and their relationship with their environment (Taylor, 2006:593). 
John Muir (1838-1914) was a Scottish immigrant (Worster, 2008), that spent a large part of 
his adult life in the Sierra Nevada mountains of California. He was passionate about 
preserving wild places and as founder of the influential Sierra Club, contributed much to 
establish a preservation ethic and give momentum to the wilderness movement (Taylor, 
2006:594). 
Thoreau and Muir were naturalists and therefore more orientated towards science. They 
adhered to a naturalistic form of spirituality. In their case, reverence of nature was achieved 
through environmental activism and bioregional experimentation, while Emerson tended 
more towards transcendentalism (Taylor, 2006:592). These approaches may both be 
accommodated in the framework of DGR. 
 
2.1.2   Twentieth century: The worsening environmental crisis 
In the twentieth century some pivotal publications, notably that of Lyn White and Rachel 
Carson continued the developing trend towards a renewed interest in nature religions. 
Lyn White published his trailblazing article, “The historical roots of our ecological crisis”, in 
the journal Science, in 1967. In it he discusses the relation between human interaction with 
nature and natural resources and human religion. According to him, our actions are to a large 
extent regulated by our belief system, which is provided by religion. Even predominantly 
secular societies, such as present-day Western Europe, is still historically based on belief 
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systems originating from religious teaching (White, 1967). This article by Lyn White reached 
a large audience and managed to raise awareness about environmental issues and the 
importance of formulating an appropriate response in a way not articulated before. 
White refers to the message proclaimed by St Francis of Assisi and suggests that his spiritual 
biocentrism be considered as a remedy for the malignant anthropocentrism prevalent in 
Western society (White, 1967). He also, in accordance with Assisi, emphasized the need for 
humility as a much-needed virtue for the human species (Taylor, 2010:11). White is 
convinced that religion has played / is still playing a major role in causing environmental 
devastation but argues that religion therefore is in a prime position to combat this process by 
developing a unified response. Choosing an environmentally friendly worldview and 
advocating it to religious believers would provide a means to turn the tide (Taylor, 2010:11).  
The view of St Francis opposed the conventional Christian view that nature exists solely to be 
of service to humankind, in other words an anthropocentric worldview. These basic beliefs 
have not yet been replaced by another, environmentally friendly set of values. St Francis’ 
proposed alternative was to promote the equality of all creatures, humans included, in place 
of the concept of the superiority of humans and their unlimited dominion over creation 
(White, 1967). 
It is White’s opinion that the solution to the worsening environmental crisis cannot be 
provided by science and technology alone. The combined result of the technological and 
scientific progress of humans since the late 19th century was to greatly increase the power of 
human society over nature and natural resources and to increase the impact of human society 
on the earth exponentially. A solution to the current environmental crisis would require of 
humans to rethink our relationship with and attitude towards the other inhabitants of earth as 
well as towards the earth herself (White, 1967). Even though this publication by Lyn White 
was not aligned with DGR, the tangencies of his reasoning with the principles of DGR (most 
definitely that of kinship and interconnectedness), are plain to see. 
Another 20th century publication with similar far-reaching impact was the book, “Silent 
Spring”, by Rachel Carson in 1962. In this work she predicted the results of the continued 
uncontrolled use of pesticides on the world around us, eradicating all the birds and so 
resulting in a silent spring (Carson, 1962). Scientific progress at the time resulted in the 
development of the electron capture detector, which she used to generate data that proved the 
existence of pollution even in the most remote wilderness areas (Brunner, 1996:1). This book 
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was widely read and served as a wake-up call at an opportune moment in human history. It 
was a significant contribution to the body of nature literature and revived and intensified 
interest in religions associated with revering nature and earth (Barnhill, 2006:436). 
A large part of this growing interest in and concern for the environment may be described as 
dark green, in other words as an upwelling of a deep sense of belonging to and 
connectedness with nature, while concurrently viewing the earth and all the living systems 
contained in it as sacred and interconnected. This definition and principles / values form the 
basis of Dark Green Religion (Taylor, 2010:13). 
 
2.1.3   Reaction from organized religion 
It is to be expected that these developments would not go unnoticed and would evoke some 
reaction from churches and organized religions. Churches / organized religion responded to 
the mounting criticism from society and other movements either apologetically, by explaining 
behaviours and beliefs, or by undertaking religious reforms (Taylor, 2010:12).  
These reactions formed part of the greening of Christianity that started in the 1960s (Taylor, 
2010:12). Some Christian denominations also reacted with indifference – not considering 
environmental concerns as central to their faith, or with hostility – viewing environmental 
concerns as a threat and a form of aggression against Christianity (Taylor, 2010:12). The 
review of religious beliefs and behaviours in Western society eventually spread to the Asian 
religions and led to similar conclusions from scholars investigating these religions (Taylor, 
2010:12). 
As discussed in Chapter One, Norman Habel and the team from the Earth Bible project 
attempted to re-interpret the Bible from an environmental point of view (See 1.4 a). The eco-
justice principles of interconnectedness and mutual custodianship overlaps with the DGR 
principles of belonging and interconnectedness, while the eco-justice principles of intrinsic 
worth has some tangency with the DGR principle of sacredness (Habel, 2000:24). However, 
the so-called greening of world religions is, not the focus of this study – unless where it is 
relevant to the dark green aspect of religious behaviour. 
DGR overlaps with or encompasses nature religion to some extent. Nature religion is an 
umbrella term describing religious behaviours and practises that revere nature itself and 
considers destruction of nature as sacrilegious. Nature religions were traditionally also 
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variously referred to as natural religions, nature worship, nature mysticism and earth 
religions, and therefore labelled as paganism, animism or pantheism, since these religions 
didn’t particularly worship any supreme being (Taylor, 2010:5). This connotation resulted in 
antipathy between these religions and the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam).  
Paganism, that is considered as a type of nature religion, is a religious belief system that 
consider celestial bodies and / or natural entities or forces as sacred. This term is mostly used 
to refer to the religions practised by pre-modern societies, namely before the accepted 
practice of mainstream religions (Taylor, 2010:6). 
Some scholars of the late 19th and early 20th centuries considered nature religions as 
religiously and politically primitive (examples of scholars with this point of view, are Muller, 
in 1889; and Frazer, in 1975) and possibly dangerous (examples of scholars with this opinion, 
are Catherine Albanese, in 1990, and Anna Bramwel, in 1989). On the other hand, some 
scholars also considered nature religions as spiritually perceptive and ecologically beneficent, 
a view that has been becoming more pronounced in recent years (Taylor, 2010:7). The 
reverence of nature prevalent in nature religions corresponds to the deep-felt kinship with all 
living organisms experienced in DGR.  
The global surge in the development of nature religions in recent years led to the coining of 
related terms used by researchers and practitioners alike. This may cause confusion. Working 
definitions of some pertinent terms were provided throughout the study where related to the 
discussion, and not given as a separate list. 
 
2.2   Principles of Dark Green Religion 
 
2.2.1 Expanded definition of DGR 
At the beginning of this chapter, a concise definition of Dark Green Religion was given. To 
elaborate on that, in the words of Bron Taylor, DGR may be defined as “generally deep 
ecological, biocentric, or eco-centric, considering all species to be intrinsically valuable, that 
is, valuable apart from their usefulness to human beings.” (Taylor, 2010:13). The important 
principles on which the concept of DGR is based are, firstly; “a felt kinship with the rest of 
life, based on a Darwinian understanding that all forms of life have developed form a 
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common ancestor and are therefore related” (Taylor, 2010:13), secondly, this feeling of 
kinship coincides with “feelings of humility and a corresponding critique of human 
superiority, often inspired or reinforced by a science-based cosmology that reveals how tiny 
human beings are in the universe” (Taylor, 2010:13), and lastly, the previous principles are 
underpinned by the “metaphysics of interconnection and the idea of interdependence (mutual 
influence and reciprocal dependence) found in the sciences, especially ecology and physics” 
(Taylor, 2010:13). 
St Francis of Assisi was cited (section 2.1) as an example of someone who immersed himself 
in and aspired to become part of the natural “web of life” (Viviers, 2014:4). The notion of 
complete interconnectedness and interdependence with nature was a lived reality for him, 
providing the motivation for Lyn White to pronounce him as the “patron saint for ecologists” 
(White, 1967:1207). In addition to the emotional commitment to the wellbeing of the earth 
that is characteristic of DGR, the accompanying ecological hermeneutics and worldview are 
based on and informed by scientific facts and should be ecologically correct as far as feasible 
(Viviers, 2014). Incorporation of the scientific progress of our century is part of the DGR 
worldview. 
 
2.2.2    Principles of DGR 
Following from the definition above, it can be concluded that DGR is based on the principles 
of kinship (or belonging), sacredness and interconnectedness. There are no definite barriers 
between these principles, since they overlap significantly. 
 
2.2.2.1 The principle of kinship / belonging 
This principle can be discerned when an existential bond between humans and nature is 
experienced, a feeling of being at home on a physical, mental, spiritual and emotional level. 
This well-being extends to humans and animals (Viviers, 2017:4). This place called home is 
the earth that provides all of us with shelter and food and life. The acknowledgment of this 
bond between humans and other living organisms originates from an acceptance of the 
Darwinian conclusion that all life forms developed from a common ancestor, therefore 
sharing many characteristics (Taylor, 2010:13). 
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2.2.2.2 The principle of interconnectedness / interdependence 
The earth may be viewed as a living organism (according to the Gaia hypothesis, discussed in 
section 2.3 b) and is the habitat for a wide spectrum of living and non-living systems. The 
inescapable reality of sharing the same resources (or infrastructure), is the foundation of the 
interconnectedness of all life on earth. The same cycle of life and eventual death is shared by 
all living things, in this way also manifesting the kinship described above (Viviers, 2017:6). 
 
2.2.2.3 The principle of sacredness 
The word “sacred” refers to places, trees, rocks, etc that are highly valued and respected and 
have a definite religious association (Viviers, 2017:3). Indigenous societies have been 
recognized for revering nature and bestowing sacredness on specific places, forces or 
animals. They also do not distinguish between the sacred or spiritual world and their living 
reality (Kruger et al, 2008:38). This is a characteristic of African Traditional Religions, but in 
Western societies people usually distinguish between the sacred and the ordinary world. This 
triggered a dualistic view, creating a separation between humans and nature and elevating 
humans to a position of dominance over nature (Viviers, 2017:2). This view also contributed 
to the perception that the value of the earth’s resources and that of non-human organisms is 
measured in terms of their usefulness to humans and human society. The process of so-called 
development often results in the desecrating of nature without taking into consideration the 
impact on other creatures and the eventual consequences of the process (White, 1967). The 
principle of intrinsic worth seeks to oppose this view and to bestow the aspect of sacredness 
on the earth, her resources and the other living organisms sharing these habitats, thereby 
elevating the value of nature and natural resources and developing a sense of reverence and 
care within humans. 
Application of these three principles constitutes the hermeneutics of DGR and enable the 
analysis of people and movements to ascertain whether they could be considered as 
proponents of DGR, and if they represent one or more type(s) of DGR. 
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2.3   Types of Dark Green Religion 
In his book on Dark Green Religion (2010), Bron Taylor identifies four different types of 
DGR. In Table 1.1 these types are divided into Supernaturalism and Naturalism on the one 
hand, and Animism and Gaian Earth Religion on the other. These two categories are then 
divided into Spiritual Animism and Naturalistic Animism (Animism), as well as Gaian 
Spirituality and Gaian Naturalism (Gaian Earth Religion). It must be emphasized that the 
distinction between the different types of DGR is not clear cut. The lines between the 
different types are blurred indicating that a distinct separation between the different types of 
DGR does not exist (Taylor, 2010:15). 
 
Table 1.1 Types of Dark Green Religion 
 Animism Gaian Earth Religion 
Supernaturalism Spiritual Animism Gaian Spirituality 
Naturalism Naturalistic Animism Gaian Naturalism 
 
From: Taylor, 2010:15. 
 
2.3.1   Animism  
The word originates from the Latin word anima, referring to life, breath and soul. In our 
present context animism would refer to the belief that a natural entity (or non-human life-
form) has a soul and consciousness. This belief requires respect and / or reverence of these 
spiritual intelligences or life-forces that animate certain natural objects or living things, 
rendering them sacred (Berkes, 2008:11; Taylor, 2010:15). The concept of animism is an 
illustration of the principle of interrelatedness and was a central part of native American 
cultures (Barnhill, 2006:431; Berkes, 2008:11). Animism is not considered as a type of 
religion but as a ‘theory of indigenous people’ (Taylor, 2005:78). 
 
2.3.1.1 Spiritual animism 
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This term refers to the beliefs of those who attach an immaterial, supernaturalistic dimension 
to their reverence of natural entities and / or living creatures. This description could 
encapsulate the belief system of a person such as Gary Snyder, a writer who became known 
after publishing the award-winning book, “Turtle Island” (1974). He describes himself as 
experiencing a boundless awe and wonder for the natural world from a very early age, which 
translated into a desire to protect natural places and objects (Taylor, 2010:17). He also refers 
to his personal belief system as deep ecology, another term used by environmental activists. 
Deep ecology is a term used to incorporate an ethical and spiritual element into the scientific 
field of ecology, resulting in a more interconnected and relational view of the living 
environment. This term describes an outlook that goes beyond the purely rational and factual 
towards a more holistic worldview (Berkes, 2008:2). 
 
2.3.1.2 Naturalistic animism 
This type of DGR refers to people that adhere to a belief not in any immaterial or 
supernatural dimension, but a strong desire to communicate with and understand and relate to 
natural forces or life-forms. This leads to a mutually respectful and beneficial relationship 
with nature and other living organisms (Taylor, 2010:15). Bron Taylor considers the opinion 
of Charles Darwin as an indication that he could be referred to as a naturalistic animist. 
Darwin admitted his disbelief in a supernatural world or supernatural beings but expressed a 
sincere kinship with other fellow living beings (for instance, emotional overlap), thus 
adhering to one of the principles of DGR (Taylor, 2010:23). Other scientists promoting the 
evolutionary theory of a common ancestor are also known to express the characteristic 
sentiments of naturalistic animism. Some of them are involved in the study of mammals, for 
example Katy Payne (an acoustic biologist) and Marc Beckoff (a biologist-ethologist) 
(Taylor, 2010:23-24). 
 
2.3.2    Gaian Earth Religion 
This perspective originates from organicism, the assumption that the whole universe (or 
biosphere) is alive or possesses consciousness and functions like a self-sustaining living 
organism. Adherents to this belief system endeavour to understand and worship this living 
system (Taylor, 2010:16). This belief system may be seen as an expression of the DGR 
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principles of interconnectedness and kinship of all living (and in this case, also non-living) 
beings or entities. According to Taylor, “Gaian Earth Religion relies on metaphors of the 
sacred to express its sense of the precious quality of the whole” (Taylor, 2010:16). 
The Gaia theory is attributed to James Lovelock, a British environmental scientist, and 
involves describing the living earth as Gaia, the goddess (Taylor, 2006:595; Berkes, 2008:2, 
275). He was contracted by NASA in the 1970’s to do research on the possibility of life in 
Mars. He promoted a holistic approach to science, rather than a compartmentalised view, and 
did much research on the concept of GAIA (Lovelock, 1979:1).  
Lovelock formulated the concept of Gaia as follows: “Gaia (is) a complex entity involving 
the Earth’s biosphere, atmosphere, oceans and soil; the totality constituting a feedback or 
cybernetic system which seeks an optimal physical and chemical environment for life on this 
planet. The maintenance of relatively constant conditions by active control may be 
conveniently described by the term ‘homeostasis’ (Lovelock, 1979:54; Brunner, 1996:1). 
Two types of Dark Green Religion are centred on the concept of Gaia, namely Gaian 
Spirituality and Gaian Naturalism. 
 
2.3.2.1 Gaian Spirituality 
Gaian spirituality is the belief in a conscious supernatural being that possesses consciousness 
and could be understood as an expression of divinity, and which upholds this organism. This 
belief system draws on data from various sources, also outside of conventional science for its 
pantheistic or panentheistic and holistic metaphysics. Spiritual animism and Gaian spirituality 
are clearly closely related, and both based on a belief in the supernatural (as demonstrated in 
Table 1.1). Therefore, exponents of Spiritual animism may also voice beliefs that could 
qualify as reflecting Gaian Spirituality, for example Gary Snyder, mentioned above as a 
spiritual animist. Other adherents to this spirituality include Joanna Macy and John Seed, 
both Buddhist thinkers and practitioners (Taylor, 2010:21). 
 
2.3.2.2 Gaian Naturalism  
This type of DGR corresponds with Naturalistic Animism in that it does not profess a belief 
in any supernatural forces or beings that upholds this organism. Aldo Leopold (1887-1948), a 
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renowned ecologist and environmental ethicist, expressed his “deep emotional connection to 
and reverence for the earth” (Taylor, 2010:31). He gained recognition for his ‘land ethic’, 
that clearly expresses eco-centric ethical principles. These ethical statements, demonstrating 
respect for the earth and other living organisms reflect the DGR principles of kinship and 
interconnectedness (Leopold, 1949 [1986], as quoted in Taylor, 2010:31). 
Gaian Naturalism may also be considered an expression of pantheism, where pantheism is the 
belief that “the entire phenomenal world contains godlike attributes: the relations of man to 
this world are sacramental” (McHarg, quoted in Berkes, 2008:114). James Lovelock, the 
proponent of the Gaia theory is a staunch opponent of anthropocentrism. He maintains that 
the needs and welfare of Gaia (earth) should come before that of humans (Taylor, 2010:37). 
He has been criticized for some of his radical suggestions (most notably his argument for a 
drastic decrease in the human population, Taylor, 2010:37) and his viewpoint is a reflection 
of the ‘dark’ (misanthropic) side of DGR.  
Gaian Naturalism entails a combination of the reverence of Gaia with the scientific facts 
governing the survival of living organisms. This is difficult to reconcile with our traditional 
perceptions of a religion and demonstrates that religion as such does not necessarily depend 
on a belief in supernatural or divine beings, and that it may still be accommodated within the 
concept of DGR. 
The four different types of DGR discussed in this section serve as proof for the thesis that 
DGR provides a forum for interaction between these different belief systems, contributing to 
the discussion concerning earth and humanity’s future. It is evident that DGR represents a 
broad church accommodating both belief and non-belief, with the shared attitude of 
embracing nature.  
 
2.4   Applications and demonstrations of Dark Green Religion 
From the preceding introduction and discussion of various types of DGR, it may be assumed 
that various historical personalities and contemporary figures might fit into the framework of 
DGR. (Some examples were provided in the previous section, section 2.3). In his book, Dark 
Green Religion: Nature spirituality and the planetary future (2010), Bron Taylor also 
includes references to other, less obvious examples considered by him to be representative of 
DGR. One of these are surfers. At first, surfing does not seem to be about the environment, 
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but further investigation reveals that surf enthusiasts have a deep respect and love for the 
ocean, resulting in a spiritual experience. Surf enthusiasts enter into a surf culture that 
embraces nature, in particular the ocean, that can expand into environmental activism 
(Taylor, 2010:104). These observations show that a relation between surfing and DGR is 
indeed possible. 
 
2.4.1    Films with an environmental message 
Another part of modern life that have some tangencies with DGR is the film industry. Taylor 
refers to specific Disney productions that could be said to have been aimed at reinforcing 
environmental spirituality. The Disney Company has been incorporating environmental 
themes into its movies from as early as 1967 with the release of Jungle Book. The well-
known story fostered a strong love for the jungle and the animal heroes in those children who 
have seen the film. Even before that, the movie Bambi (1942), provided an emotional 
experience for viewers, vividly demonstrating the devastating impact of humans on the 
animal characters and their habitat. This was followed some years later by The Little 
Mermaid (1989) and Tarzan (1999), again creating adorable and heroic animal characters. 
The combination of characters, music and narrative in The Lion King (1994) ensured the 
movie global success and reached huge audiences all over the world. The definite message 
about the circle of life, care for the environment, interrelatedness and reverent care is clearly 
presented and reflects obvious DGR characteristics (Taylor, 2010:132-136). It is not even 
necessary to point out the tangencies with DGR evident in productions such as Pocahontas 
and Captain Planet, which not only demonstrate the growing market for environmental 
entertainment, but also that these messages are enthusiastically received and appreciated by 
audiences.  
A very relevant example is the film Avatar, released in 2009, “the highest grossing film in 
history” (Kirk, 2013:153). In the film a stark contrast is created between a colonizing 
civilization (America?) and a society existing in harmony with nature and according to 
(fictional) indigenous knowledge. The film unequivocally promotes a green and an anti-war 
message and gathered a devoted following as soon as it was released (Egbert, 2009).  
From the well-known examples mentioned above it may be concluded that the essence of 
DGR can be discerned all around us in our contemporary world. There are numerous 
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examples of books, art works and events that reflect aspects of DGR. These themes can also 
be discerned in the lives of contemporary leaders and organizations.  
 
 
2.4.2 Leaders expressing environmental messages 
An example of a contemporary leader expressing DGR sentiments is Al Gore, former vice-
president of the United States (Taylor, 2010:181). The well-known and award-winning 
documentary film, An Inconvenient Truth, released in 2006, presented his views on the 
environmental crisis (Rafferty, 2016:1). He aimed at convincing film audiences that the threat 
of global warming was real and to provide proof of that to them. The inconvenient truth being 
that, in society’s continuous efforts to increase the wealth and luxury lifestyles of individuals, 
the earth’s atmosphere was warming much faster than it would have done in the absence of 
human activities. He illustrated this by providing a comparison between the atmospheric 
concentrations of carbon dioxide before and after the industrial revolution, which resulted in 
an exponential increase in the burning of fossil fuels during industrial processes (Rafferty, 
2016:1). The convincing passion and commitment of Gore had an impact on audiences 
worldwide and expressed his deep-seated concern for the earth and her well-being, thereby 
making him a possible exponent of DGR. 
In considering these and other examples the researcher decided to investigate the possibility 
of viewing another well-known leader through the lens of DGR. I chose the Nobel Peace 
Prize winner of 2004, Wangari Maathai, for her work in establishing the Green Belt 
Movement and would aim to demonstrate, through an analysis of her autobiography and 
some other publications, how she could be considered as an exponent of DGR.  The 
principles of DGR, namely belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness were used as 
hermeneutical lens. The analysis also includes an evaluation of her spirituality to ascertain 
which type of DGR she might represent. 
 
2.5   Using Dark Green Religion as a lens 
In his article on Psalm 104, Viviers (2017) applies the lens of DGR to a sacred text, analysing 
it to determine whether the poet subscribed to the values of DGR. In his analysis he searched 
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for examples of the values of belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness. The reverence 
towards the earth expressed by the poet and his assertion of the earth as possessing intrinsic 
worth are accepted as a demonstration of the values of DGR (Viviers, 2017:2). 
In a similar way, the purpose of this study is to analyse the life and work of Wangari Maathai 
for evidence of the values of DGR in order to determine whether she may be considered an 
exponent of DGR. Bron Taylor recounts how he interviewed Maathai and a co-worker, 
Nango Tiango in 2002 during the United Nations World Summit on Sustainable 
Development held in Johannesburg (Taylor, 2010:180, 189). The Gaia Foundation, of which 
Maathai is a co-founder, presented a session called “Decade of Commitment” during the 
summit. The overarching message of the presentation centred on connectedness to the earth 
as our primary source of life (Taylor, 2010:183, 185, 188). Taylor also lists Maathai and the 
Green Belt Movement in the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Nature (2005:957-961), of 
which he is the editor. However, in these discussions he does not provide evidence for the 
values of DGR in her life and work. This study attempts to provide evidence for the 
principles of belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness, and how they are reflected in the 
actions of the Green Belt Movement. 
The next chapter consists of an overview of her life, summarized from her autobiography 
Unbowed: A memoir (Maathai, 2007). 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
WANGARI MAATHAI (1940 – 2011): A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY 
 
3.1   Introduction 
This chapter consists of an overview of Maathai’s early life, highlighting key events. In this 
way the researcher attempts to show how these events influenced her personal development 
and eventually gave rise to the Green Belt Movement. 
 
3.2   Born into a changing world 
In her autobiography, Unbowed: A memoir (2007), Wangari Maathai gives a detailed 
description of her early years in Kenya’s highlands, clearly showing how her bond with 
nature developed from an early age. She was born on April 1, 1940, in the village of Ihithe on 
the central highlands of Kenya, in the foothills of the Aberdare mountain range. She was the 
first daughter born to her parents and the third of six children. The village was near the 
provincial capital Nyeri and had a view of Mount Kenya to the north (Maathai, 2007:3). Her 
parents were subsistence farmers and members of the Kikuyu ethnic community, the most 
populous of the 42 ethnic groups in Kenya. The Kikuyus were traditionally subsistence 
farmers that grew crops while also keeping cattle, goats and sheep. At the time of her early 
childhood, the land around Ihithe was green and fertile, with regular seasons and abundant 
rainfall which allowed the people to grow sufficient crops of maize, beans, wheat and 
vegetables to provide in their needs (Maathai, 2007:4). 
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Like the other children in her community, Maathai grew up with the knowledge of Kikuyu 
traditions and history, transferred during evening storytelling, which demonstrated the close 
relationship between the people and their environment. For example, Mount Kenya was 
called Kirinyagu – the place of brightness and a sacred place. Everything that was good 
originated from it – the rains, rivers and drinking water. The Kikuyu people always faced in 
the direction of Mount Kenya when they prayed, buried or sacrificed, and built their houses 
with the doors facing the mountain. They believed that God was with them while the 
mountain stood and would provide them with rain and peace (Maathai, 2007:5).  
The Kikuyu myth of origin describes how God created the primordial parents Gikuyu and 
Mumbi and showed them from Mount Kenya where to settle. They had ten daughters and to 
obtain husbands the daughters each had to cut a stick as long as themselves and use that to 
build an altar on which a lamb was sacrificed. Their husbands appeared out of the fire and 
they gave rise to the ten clans of the Kikuyu. This myth explained the origin of the ten tribes 
of the Kikuyu and also assigned a specific trade or ability to each clan. Maathai’s clan, the 
Anjirữ, was given the skill of leadership. It is also interesting to note that, according to the 
origin myth, the Kikuyu are matrilineal, but it is not known how women gradually lost their 
rights to men who assumed superiority (Maathai, 2007:5). 
The generation of Maathai’s parents were the first to come into contact with colonial rule. 
The occupation of the country by the British eventually changed the traditional ways of life 
and eroded the spiritual beliefs of the people. The Christian missionaries introduced a new 
language and a new religion to the people and also gave new, English names to all the places 
and natural landmarks. The Kenyan people had to choose between survival and progress in 
the new enforced system and their previous beliefs and ways of life. They adopted the new 
worldview and severed their ties with the old one. This developed into a disregard for 
indigenous knowledge and truths. More commercial methods of farming required the removal 
of indigenous vegetation and invasion of sacred places, therefore adding to the destruction of 
the environment, while the people themselves became indifferent to the damage (Maathai, 
2007:6). 
The Christian missionaries from various denominations promoted this change in worldview. 
Their approach was to teach their converts to read, therefore providing them with an 
advantage over those who could not read. They were no more classified as illiterates and 
were therefore more acceptable to the British Colonial Administration. In the area of Nyeri 
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there were missions from the Catholic, Presbyterian and Independent Churches. The Kikuyu 
language was one of the first local languages into which the Bible was translated and the 
Bible was used to teach people to read and write. Converted Kenyans also changed their 
behaviour in other ways - what they ate, their clothes and how they cut their hair - all 
changed to emulate European customs (Maathai, 2007:11).  
The British rule included subdivision of large parts of the land and handing it over to British 
settlers, thereby reducing the available land for the Kenyan subsistence farmers. The British 
Government also levied income tax payable in cash from the native men, thereby giving them 
no option but to leave their homes to go and work to earn cash and so become part of a labour 
force driving a cash economy (Odari, 2011:3-4). Maathai’s father was one of the first 
generations of men who left their homesteads to go and work for white farmers. At the age of 
three, she and her mother went to live with him on the farm of a British settler in Nakuru in 
the Rift valley, some 100 miles from where she was born. There her mother continued to 
cultivate the land allotted to the workers to sustain her family, and Maathai learned much of 
what she knows about farming from her mother during this period (Maathai, 2007:13-15). 
In 1947, when she was about 7 years old, Maathai’s father sent her with her mother and two 
younger sisters to the town Nyeri (about 60 miles from Nakuru), to go and stay with an uncle. 
Her brothers were attending school there. It was unusual for African farm labourers to send 
their children to school and there were usually no schools on the farms. The town of Nyeri 
was originally established by the British as an army base but developed into a market town 
for the settlers on the farms surrounding the town. It was the first major journey out of her 
familiar environment and the views of the plains filled with grazing animals and of the dense 
forests and plains was an exhilarating experience for the little girl (Maathai, 2007:29-30). 
Once they settled in Nyeri, a house was built for Maathai, her mother and her siblings and 
they became part of the community of Nyeri. Their new living conditions allowed Maathai to 
have more contact with her older brothers, her uncle and his family as well as her maternal 
great-grandmother. Her youngest brother was born shortly after their arrival (Maathai, 
2007:35-36).  
In this new environment, Maathai learnt more about the customs and traditions of her people 
and continued to learn about cultivation of the soil from her mother, since her mother 
continued to cultivate crops to provide food for her family. Maathai was given her own plot 
of land by her mother and enjoyed watching the plants grow, the bees and the butterflies 
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coming to the flowers and the birds coming to eat the seeds. She also observed the changes in 
the natural environment when the British Government started to encourage the removal of the 
wide-ranging indigenous forests and replanting the areas with non-indigenous trees for 
commercial use. Gradually the exotic trees supplanted indigenous trees to the detriment of the 
natural ecological process that retained and gathered rainwater. Eventually this led to a 
decrease in the levels of underground water, resulting in a decrease in water levels of streams 
and rivers (Maathai, 2007:37-39). 
 
3.3   Education: Early years 
The reason for the relocation of Maathai, her mother and siblings to Nyeri was because her 
two brothers were sent to school there by their father. When the question of sending Maathai 
to school was posed, the answer was not an obvious one. In that period of colonial rule, 
Kenyan children were infrequently sent to school, girls even less so (Odari, 2011:5). As 
Maathai was the eldest daughter, she was expected to help her mother to take care of the 
household and her siblings. There were also the financial costs to consider. However, 
probably after consultation with her uncle, Maathai’s mother agreed to send her to school and 
she was enrolled at the Ihithe Primary School. This decision by her mother changed 
Maathai’s life (Maathai, 2007:40-41). 
The possibility of learning how to read and write was a great inspiration for Maathai. The 
primary school was founded by Presbyterian missionaries and the children were taught 
mathematics, Kiswahili, English and geography. Maathai experienced her first teachers as 
being stern, responsible and caring and received from them a good education, allowing her to 
pass the National exam to enter Standard 5 (Maathai, 2007:42-43). 
After primary school, Maathai’s family decided to send her to St Cecilia’s Intermediate 
Primary School in Nyeri. It was part of the Mathari Catholic Mission and under the auspices 
of the Consolata Missionary Sisters from Italy. It was also a boarding school and meant that, 
at the age of 11, Maathai would leave her mother and her beloved, familiar environment for 
the first time (Maathai, 2007:53). 
At school Maathai came into contact with nuns and the Catholic faith. The routine of the 
school included morning prayers, an hour-long mass, a cleaning session and lessons until 
5pm. Sport was also part of their programme. After eating dinner, the girls did their 
homework until bedtime at 10pm. Maathai enjoyed her schooling and was very focused on 
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her studies. The learners were kept busy and contact with their families was limited. 
Maathai’s cousin attended the same school but was in a higher grade and her elder brother 
supported her as far as he was able to (Maathai, 2007:55-57). 
The discipline at the school was strict and one of the important rules was that English was the 
only language allowed. Talking in another language was punished. This assisted the girls in 
developing proficiency in English and was also enforced by the government at other schools 
at the time. Unfortunately, this developed the perception in Kenyans that their native 
language was inferior and insignificant. The forced use of another language in the school 
instead of their mother tongue, also affected other parts of their lives – instead of singing, 
dancing and telling stories, the traditional pastimes of young people in Kenya, girls at St 
Cecilia spent their spare time studying, praying, volunteering for worthy causes and doing 
some sport (Maathai, 2007:60). 
Maathai considers her mother tongue as an essential part of her heritage, important in 
communication and serving as a vehicle of knowledge, wisdom and history. By maintaining 
her love for her mother tongue, Maathai guaranteed that a rift did not open between her, her 
parents, relatives and other siblings (Maathai, 2007:60, 71).  
 
3.4   Dangerous times 
The Mau Mau rebellion against British Colonial rule broke out in Kenya towards the end of 
1952, Maathai’s first year at the St Cecilia boarding school. The rebellion lasted for most of 
the decade and was fuelled in part by the dissatisfaction of Kenyan soldiers returning from 
the Second World War. The Mau Mau movement consisted of members from the Kikuyu, 
Meru and Embu communities (Maathai, 2007:61). 
The resistance to British Colonial rule originated much earlier. In 1890, Captain Frederick 
Lugard, representing the Imperial British East Africa Company, made an oral agreement with 
the Kikuyu leader, Waiyaki wa Hinga, to obtain some land to establish station posts for 
trading with Uganda. However, the agreement did not last long and, after resistance by the 
Kikuyu leader, ended with Waiyaki being captured and eventually buried alive. This 
behaviour by the British shocked the Kikuyu people. The other ethnic groups in Kenya also 
resisted colonial rule in the first decades of the 20th century, but met with fierce opposition 
and retaliation (Maathai, 2007:62).  
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The British Army drafted Kenyan men into the army during the Second World War, and the 
skills they learned during the war, as well as their experiences in other parts of the world, 
provided the basis for an organized resistance against the colonial government. For the Mau 
Mau movement, the main issues were land, freedom and self-governance (Maathai, 2007:63, 
Odari, 2011:3-4). 
The uprising affected most Kikuyu families in one way or another. The British Government 
used misinformation and propaganda to create division and tension within the Kikuyu 
community and instituted the Home Guards, a force loyal to the British, to retaliate against 
alleged Mau Mau members. The resistance deteriorated into suspicion, abduction, violence 
against women and general unrest, making the living conditions for everybody unsafe. The 
traumatic experiences troubled people for many years and caused division within families, 
Maathai’s family included (Maathai, 2007:63-66). 
Maathai’s family considered her to be safer at the school than at home, although there were 
times that the conflict came very close to the school as well. During holiday periods it was 
even more dangerous, and girls slept in central places in the village so that they could be 
evacuated easier. Once Maathai and a few other girls hid in the forest during a night-time raid 
on the village (Maathai, 2007:65).  
After the arrest and imprisonment of Jomo Kenyatta in 1952, the British Government 
declared a state of emergency and required of women, children and the elderly to stay in 
emergency villages. Living conditions in the emergency villages were overcrowded, food 
was scarce and diseases common. Men were often arrested and sent to detention camps where 
many died. Travel was severely restricted. Children were allowed to travel from school to 
their homes and were often the only medium of communication between members of a 
family. Everybody needed passbooks and suspects were questioned and punished (Maathai, 
2007:66-68, Odari, 2011:4). 
Since Maathai started schooling at St Cecilia before the start of the Mau Mau uprising, she 
was able to continue her education through the period of unrest. After being the first in her 
class at the end of Standard 8, she was awarded a place at the Loreto Girls’ High School in 
Limuru, close to Nairobi. It was also a Catholic institution and administered by Irish nuns 
from the Loreto Order. It was the only Catholic High school for African girls in Kenya and 
attended by girls from all over the country. Maathai had her first contact with girls of her age 
from different parts of Kenya. The rule to speak only English at all time was still enforced. At 
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Loreto, Maathai met a very good teacher that awakened her interest in science through many 
conversations and discussions. She also formed a life-long bond with the headmistress of the 
school at the time, Mother Colombiẻre. There was also an all-white school close to the Loreto 
Girls’ High School, run by the same order of nuns. Nobody considered the separation strange 
or asked any questions about it (Maathai, 2007:69-70).  
While being educated by Catholic nuns, Maathai converted to Catholicism (Maathai, 
2007:61) and attended mass regularly, even during holidays when it meant that she had to 
travel long distances to reach the church. One day, when invited to tea by the priest, she told 
him about the lack of schooling opportunities for her siblings and at a later stage learnt that 
the priest discussed this with her father’s employer. It resulted in him later donating land for 
the purpose of erecting a school and finally providing her younger half-brothers and sisters 
with the opportunity of attending school (Maathai, 2007:70-71). 
Maathai’s education left her with the belief that “society is inherently good, and that people 
generally act for the best” (Maathai, 2007:70). This was the result of the combination of her 
Catholic education and her Kenyan heritage, which imparted a strong sense of justice to her 
(Maathai, 2007:70). However, education was mostly considered by her generation to provide 
an assured escape from poverty. Her education did provide Maathai with opportunities to 
leave her rural existence behind, but she did not cut her ties with the land or her heritage and 
her family. While she attended boarding school, she visited the countryside and her mother 
during holidays and continued helping her mother with chores and cultivation (Maathai, 
2007:71). 
In Kenya at the time of Maathai’s graduation from secondary education (1959), there were 
very few girls with the same level of education. Those who did, had two choices of careers, 
teaching or nursing. Maathai didn’t consider either of these but wanted to continue her 
studies. Her dream was to go to Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda, even though she 
did not have the means nor was she guaranteed admission (Maathai, 2007:72). 
 
3.5   Further education: Kennedy Airlift to America 
The late 1950’s and early 1960’s were years of major changes in Africa. Colonies gained 
liberation from their colonial rulers. In Kenya the British Government held talks with Kenyan 
leaders in preparation for independence. Contact was also made with leaders of the United 
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States and a program was initiated by John F. Kennedy to provide promising students with 
scholarships to study in America to foster ties between them and African countries (Maathai, 
2007:73; Odari, 2011:1). The J.P. Kennedy Foundation was launched, and this initiative 
resulted in almost 600 Kenyan students being flown to the Unites States to enrol in various 
institutions. Maathai was one of them (Maathai, 2007:73-74; Odari, 2011:3).  
The long journey by aeroplane from Kenya in September 1960 took them through various 
countries, all of which she had never seen before and was an overwhelming experience. 
When they finally arrived in New York they were welcomed and given a tour of the United 
Nations. They were also introduced to young people from other African countries (Maathai, 
2007:75). 
A friend and school mate of Maathai from St Cecilia and Loreto-Limuru, Agatha Wangeci, 
also received an American scholarship. She shared the discoveries in the unknown city of 
New York with her, while they learned to manoeuvre their way around and to adapt to new 
technologies and situations. The Kenyan students were soon dispersed to various tertiary 
institutions around the United States and Maathai and her friend Agatha were transferred by 
bus to the Midwest of America. During the journey she took note of the different 
environments, crops and topography of the American countryside. They also experienced 
racial discrimination for the first time, when they were not allowed to enter a café in a small 
town in Indiana (Maathai, 2007:77-78). 
In Atchison, Kansas, Maathai and her friend disembarked to start their four years of study at 
the Mount St Scholastica College for women. The College was administered by Benedictine 
nuns and was the sister college of the St Benedict’s College for men. Maathai and her friend 
were the only African students and were received warmly by both the college staff and their 
fellow students and made to feel at home. For the duration of their studies they could not 
return home and spent most of their time at the college. This led to long term friendships with 
some of the nuns and other staff members (Maathai, 2007:79-80). 
Despite the long separation from her family, the adaptation to a new and strange environment 
and the heavy workload, Maathai enjoyed her studies and made good progress. She studied 
biological sciences and majored in biology, with chemistry and German as minors to 
complete her Bachelor of Science degree in the summer of 1964 (Maathai, 2007:79-80, 92). 
There were many differences between the American educational system and that of the 
Kenyan schools. The education offered covered more topics and the atmosphere was much 
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more liberal. Maathai started questioning the rules that were enforced in the Catholic schools 
she attended in Kenya, since it seemed as if even the way the Catholic religion was practised 
in America differed from her own stern and inflexible belief system. This included aspects 
such as food restrictions, attending of mass and rules regarding behaviour (such as dancing). 
These questions resulted in much reflection on her personal faith (Maathai, 2007:82). She 
was also exposed to other, challenging faith movements and encouraged by the priest at the 
college to discuss it with him. Maathai then realized that her education up to that point 
provided her with a limited understanding of her religion as well as other religions. She 
became more interested and open towards other faith traditions, and more prepared to deal 
with progress in the Catholic religion itself (Maathai, 2007:89-90). 
The environment and climate of Kansas was radically different from that of the Kenyan 
highlands which Maathai loved so passionately. The seasons were very distinct, and the 
changes of season brought dramatic changes to the climate. The countryside was mainly flat, 
not mountainous, and the trees were deciduous. The colouring of the leaves in autumn and 
the falling snow and bare branches in winter were totally new experiences for her. The 
extreme cold of winter and the very hot and humid days in summer led her to appreciate even 
more the temperate climate of Kenya (Maathai, 2007:82-83). 
The year Maathai arrived in America (1960), was also the year that John F. Kennedy was 
elected as president of the United States (Maathai, 2007:79; Carty, 2016:1). Due to his 
involvement in the airlift, the Kenyan students felt grateful towards Kennedy and therefore 
celebrated his election with their fellow students (Maathai, 2007:79). During their studies, the 
news received by the Kenyan students about the political situation back home was limited, 
but the news of the pending democratic elections in Kenya, the election of Jomo Kenyatta as 
Kenya’s first prime minister and, later the first elected president, was received with great 
celebration. Unfortunately, soon after this news came reports about the assassination of John 
F. Kennedy on 22 November 1963 (Sabato, 2013:3). The Kenyan students studying in 
America mourned his death, feeling that he died before they could realize his dreams for 
America and Africa (Maathai, 2007:91-92). 
 
3.6   Post-graduate studies 
Maathai’s studies at Mount Scholastica cultivated in her the capacity of critical thinking and 
an openness for learning and listening. After receiving her B degree, Maathai was encouraged 
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to further her studies. She enrolled for a master’s degree in Biology at the University of 
Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania (Maathai, 2007:93). During one of the summer vacations of her 
undergraduate years, Maathai worked at the hospital of Kansas, preparing tissue samples for 
microscopy (Maathai, 2007:87). This experience gave her a good grounding for the practical 
aspects of her thesis, which was a study of the development of the pineal gland. Embryology, 
microanatomy, processing of tissue samples and microscopy were the areas in which Maathai 
had to acquire skills during her studies under Professor Charles Ralph, and which she could 
apply during her doctoral studies and her ensuing career (Maathai, 2007:93). 
Pittsburgh was a large industrial town and experienced the damaging effects of pollution after 
a hundred years of the industrial revolution. Measures to combat this was already being 
implemented and gave Maathai her first experience of environmental restoration (Maathai, 
2007:93). Maathai spent September 1964 until January 1966 on the campus of the Pittsburgh 
University. It was during the time of the Vietnam war, but the campus remained relatively 
undisturbed (Maathai, 2007:94).  
The year 1965 was two years after Kenya achieved independence. The Kenyan government 
was looking for suitable candidates to fill positions formerly occupied by British civil 
servants and sent officials to America to interview Kenyan students who were finishing their 
studies. Maathai was interviewed by staff members from the University College of Nairobi 
(later the university of Nairobi) for the position of research assistant to a professor of 
zoology. A letter from the College confirmed her appointment into this position and required 
of her to start working on 10 January 1966. To adhere to this requirement Maathai had to 
return to Kenya without attending her graduation ceremony to receive her qualification 
(Maathai, 2007:95).  
 
3.7   Return to Kenya 
Maathai returned to a Kenya different from the country she left behind, but she was also a 
different person from the one that left to go to America. Her American experience made her 
aware of issues that she had not considered before, such as racial discrimination and matters 
around the position of women in society, but also awakened in her a spirit of freedom and 
possibility. In this spirit she made the decision to disown her English and religious names and 
revert back to the maternal and paternal names she was given at birth. This was in response to 
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the practice in colonies (such as Kenya), to disregard African surnames. She was in future to 
be known as Wangari Muta (Maathai, 2007:95-97). 
 
A group of her family members travelled to Nairobi airport to welcome her back on 6 January 
1966. On the journey from the airport into the city, she heard for the first time the voice of 
president Kenyatta over the car radio and experienced a profound sense of pride. A sense of 
enthusiasm and great joy could be felt in the atmosphere and pervaded her homecoming and 
the reuniting with her family and her country (Maathai, 2007:98-99). 
When Maathai arrived at the University College of Nairobi to start in her new job, she was 
informed that the position has been given to someone else. She did her best to get to the 
bottom of this inconceivable state of affairs but had to conclude that it was a case of ethnic 
and gender discrimination, something completely alien to her previous experiences and very 
unexpected. It was a difficult situation to accept and resulted in her being unemployed and 
dependant on friends and family to survive in the new and unknown conditions of post-
independence Nairobi. Eventually, while staying with a brother-in-law, she met Professor 
Reinhold Hoffman from Germany, who was busy establishing a department of Veterinary 
Anatomy at the School of Veterinary Medicine at the University College of Nairobi. He 
needed an assistant in the histology section, and offered Maathai the position, partly because 
of her previous experience with microscopy and the preparation of tissue samples. Once 
settled in her new job, she found the work stimulating and the German language she studied 
as an undergraduate proved to be very useful in working with her German colleagues 
(Maathai, 2007:100-103). 
Maathai became involved with teaching and research in the Department of Veterinary 
Anatomy. She also registered for her Ph.D. and learned how to do electron microscopy 
(Maathai, 2007:103). Fulltime employment allowed her to live independently and enjoy the 
social life of the city. Nairobi, known in those years as the Green City in the Sun, was an 
enjoyable place to live in with a lot of open spaces for relaxation. It had less than half a 
million inhabitants, was relatively prosperous, clean and organized, and women on their own 
could feel safe by day and at night (Maathai, 2007:103-105). 
Maathai was aware of the social pressure on a young woman to get married and have 
children, even though her immediate family did not put pressure on her. She met Mwangi 
Mathai, her future husband, in 1966. He came from Njoro in the Rift valley and was also part 
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of the group from the Kennedy airlift who studied in America. After completing his studies, 
he entered the business world, before becoming a politician. He assisted Maathai in 
establishing a small business to provide work and income for two of her sisters (Maathai, 
2007:105-106).  
This was a very busy period in Maathai’s life. In combination with her work at the Veterinary 
Department and her social obligations, she also continued her doctoral studies. Professor 
Hoffman suggested she improve her knowledge of electron microscopy and further her 
research by going to the University of Giessen in Germany. She left for Germany in 1967 and 
studied and did her research at the Universities of Giessen and Munich. Though she was 
away from home for almost two years, her experiences in America gave her the ability to 
adapt easily to the different environment and society and she enjoyed her studies. Her 
fiancée, however, urged her to return as soon as possible (Maathai, 2007:107-108).  
One aspect of European life that she found remarkable was the way people practised both 
their culture and their Christian religion without finding it contradictory. This was in contrast 
with the prevalent perception that the values of African culture were incompatible with that 
of Christianity and could therefore not co-exist in harmony (Maathai, 2007:109). 
 
3.8   Married life 
On her return to Kenya in 1969, Maathai resumed her work at the university and married 
Mwangi soon afterwards. The country was preparing for the second democratic elections 
since independence and her husband was one of the candidates for parliament. Suddenly 
Maathai became part of Kenyan public life and she was expected to take on additional 
responsibilities. She had to try and balance her work, studies, the political campaign and the 
birth of their first child all at the same time. Since she was in the public spotlight, her 
behaviour was closely observed by those aiming to discredit her husband’s campaign and to 
lessen support for him. She was expected to behave like a good African woman and not use 
her education and career as an excuse for not hosting political supporters and detractors alike 
in a satisfactory manner. Educated Kenyans adapted a mostly European way of life, but the 
men required of their wives to epitomize traditional African culture at home and in society, 
resulting in conflicting expectations of married partners (Maathai, 2007:109-111). 
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The year 1969 was an eventful year. Maathai lost a younger brother to illness and Tom 
Mboyo, an influential politician from the Luo ethnic community (the second most influential 
ethnic group besides the Kikuyu), was assassinated. He was considered as the favourite 
candidate to be the next president and his killing (allegedly by a Kikuyu), divided the Kenyan 
nation and caused ethnic tension which is still evident today (Maathai, 2007:111, Odari, 
2011:1). In reaction to this, the ruling president, Jomo Kenyatta, banned the opposition party 
and arrested its leader. In so doing, he practically brought an end to the multiparty system, 
and in essence, democracy, in the country (Maathai, 2007:112). 
Maathai’s husband did not obtain a seat in Parliament in the 1969 elections. Soon after the 
election the newly married couple’s first child was born, and they later had two other 
children. In 1971 Maathai was awarded her Ph.D. in Biology from the University College of 
Nairobi, at that stage still a constituent College of the University of East Africa. In spite of 
the fact that she was the first woman in East and Central Africa to receive this honour, the 
event generated very little publicity because she was a woman (Maathai, 2007:112-113). 
A persistent problem at the university for Maathai was the blatant discrimination against 
women employees. Mindful of the unfair treatment she received when she first started to 
work there, she constantly strived to address this, together with her friend and colleague, 
Vertistine Mbaya. They maintained that the terms of service for men and women should be 
equal. According to the rules of the institution, academically qualified employees were 
eligible for full benefits such as housing, pension and medical aid, but women were denied 
these. The university administration argued that married women were supported by their 
husbands and therefore did not need the benefits granted to male employees (Maathai, 
2007:114-115). 
In attempting to use other avenues to address the problem, they joined the Academic Staff 
Association, but it had no legal status to negotiate with the university authorities about wage 
matters. Changing the Association’s status to that of a union could provide legal status, but 
this had to be done through the court. Since the chancellor of the university was at the same 
time the president of Kenya, this process came to a dead end. The university management, 
however, eventually relented and gave Maathai and her friend more benefits (Maathai, 
2007:115-116).  
The other women employees at the university did not want to join the quest for equal rights 
and criticized Maathai and her colleague for trying to be independent from their husbands. 
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This response by women is often encountered when attempts are made by their counterparts 
to improve their position. Women tend to defend their status quo out of fear of recrimination 
and often wait until it is too late before trying to rectify injustices (Maathai, 2007:116-117). 
This experience taught Maathai that striving for what you believe in would not always bring 
you support from others, even when you are doing it for their benefit as well (Maathai, 
2007:117). 
The struggle for equal rights fortunately did not negatively affect Maathai’s progress at work. 
She became a senior lecturer in anatomy, then chair of the Department of Veterinary 
Anatomy and was appointed as Associate Professor in 1977. She was the first woman at the 
institution to hold these positions. It is ironic that she spent her entire academic career as a 
member of the Department of Veterinary Anatomy without being a qualified veterinarian 
(Maathai, 2007:118). 
 
3.9   The start of a great river 
While working at the University of Nairobi, Maathai became involved in various civic 
organizations. These included the Nairobi branch of the Red Cross and the Kenya 
Association of University Women. Educated Kenyan women were uncommon at that time 
and the few that were available were often asked to become involved with and to serve in 
leadership positions of civic organizations. In 1974 an Environmental Liaison Centre was 
established in Nairobi to participate in the work of the United Nations Environment 
Programme. This was the only centre of its kind in Africa and was established as a result of 
the first global conference on the environment that was held in Stockholm in 1972. On being 
invited to join the Centre’s board, Maathai became the alternate for Huey Johnson of the 
Resource Renewal Institute. The environmental issues raised and discussed at the Centre 
were not entirely unknown to Maathai due to her scientific background and her childhood 
spent in close proximity to and dependence on nature. She understood the importance of a 
healthy environment, but her interactions with environmentalists from all over the world at 
the Environmental Centre helped her to develop a holistic perspective and she became an 
active volunteer participant (Maathai, 2007:119-120). 
Her growing environmental awareness was also fostered by her academic work. The 
Veterinary Department of the University endeavoured to promote livestock health all over the 
region and she often travelled to rural areas around Nairobi to collect samples of ticks for her 
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post-doctoral research. She noticed signs of soil erosion and saw the presence of silt in the 
rivers. The animals seemed to be malnourished and had little grazing. Even the people of the 
surrounding areas were underweight and the vegetable yields from their plots were poor. 
When visiting her family who lived further away from the city, she noticed the same signs of 
environmental degradation. Commercial crops such as tea and coffee had replaced much of 
the uncultivated fields of her youth and plantations of non-indigenous trees covered the 
mountain sides. One of the most upsetting things for her was when she saw that the fig tree 
where she used to play was cut down and as a result the stream had dried up. At this stage she 
realized how the indigenous knowledge of her people had helped to protect the environment 
as well as their livelihood and that all that has been discarded by the current generation 
(Maathai, 2007:121-122). 
Maathai also participated in the National Council of Women of Kenya (NCWK). The council 
represented various women’s groups throughout the country and the leadership consisted of 
successful professional, religious and businesswomen. At a NCWK seminar, a report on 
conditions in rural areas presented findings about children suffering from diseases linked to 
malnutrition, which was observed in Central Kenya. This could be connected to a shortage of 
land to cultivate food crops and a related change in diet to more processed foods, high in 
carbohydrates but deficient in vitamins and minerals. Another major contributing factor was 
the lack of sufficient firewood. Women could not find enough firewood to cook wholesome 
foods which took longer to prepare. This was a result of the changes in farming practices 
which started under the colonial government but was continued after democracy by local 
farmers looking to earn more money by cultivating cash crops. The problems experienced by 
rural women was a major concern to the leadership of the NCWK. They deliberated about 
solutions for these problems; namely a lack of access to potable water, insufficient firewood 
and not enough land to cultivate food crops to sustain them (Maathai, 2007:123-124). 
The preparations by the NCWK to participate in the first UN conference on women in 
Mexico City in 1975 included seminars with the various groups represented by the NCWK. 
At these seminars the research findings regarding emerging problems in rural areas were 
confirmed. It became clear from discussions with women representatives from other countries 
that these problems were experienced by rural women all over the world. It was necessary to 
take action to support these women. That, however, was not the complete picture – the 
environmental degradation that was so apparent in rural areas threatened the livelihood of all 
people, including that of Maathai and her children (Maathai, 2007:124-125). 
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Perhaps owing to her upbringing as well as the years spent in America, Maathai started 
thinking of a practical way to address environmental degradation in Kenya. She thought of 
planting trees as a way of providing a constant source of firewood, as well as wood for 
fencing and food for domestic animals. The trees would at the same time provide shade for 
people and animals and fruit in the case of fruit trees. Planting indigenous trees would help to 
revive ecosystems by providing shelter and food for small animals and birds. The falling 
leaves would provide mulch for the soil, while the roots would bind the soil and reduce 
erosion and landslides. In this manner the problems experienced by rural women would be 
addressed. This was the origin of the Green Belt Movement (Maathai, 2007:125). 
 
3.10   The Green Belt Movement 
The development of the GBM was not a smooth process. At first Maathai started a garden 
service project in Nairobi. This was in response to a promise made by her husband while 
campaigning for votes in the 1974 national elections. The increase in the number of 
unemployed people in Kenya became an issue during the lead up to the elections, and he 
promised to provide the unemployed with jobs (Maathai, 2007:126-127). Maathai felt obliged 
to follow up on this promise when her husband disregarded it, but unfortunately the project 
failed (Maathai, 2007:128). In spite of this, Maathai’s conviction that trees can be a way of 
addressing environmental degradation, grew stronger. She obtained the support of the NCWK 
for this approach. Eventually, on 5 June 1977, World Environment Day, a tree planting 
ceremony was held by the NCWK in Kamukunji Park outside Nairobi. Seven trees were 
planted in memory of past community leaders from different ethnic groups – the very first 
‘Green Belt’ of trees (Maathai, 2007:130-132). 
The second ‘Green Belt’ was planted on a farm owned by women, during the UN Conference 
on desertification in Nairobi. Afterwards the NCWK attempted various tree planting projects 
all over Kenya. This was a learning experience for Maathai and through trial and error, she 
formulated some important conclusions. For a project to have long-term viability, people 
from the community have to be committed and prepared to do the necessary work. It is also 
important to take the local context and culture into account. Therefore, Maathai always 
attempted to hold conversations in the local language at community gatherings so that people 
can have the ability to express their viewpoints (Maathai, 2007:133, 174). 
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As more and more communities became partners of the Green Belt Movement, it snowballed 
and started to attract attention, both locally and from abroad (Maathai, 2007:133-134). The 
movement was truly underway. As the GBM became well-known, it slowly started to get 
involved in other social issues, for example that of the mothers whose sons were in custody 
without trial, the proposed commercial development of the Uhuru park in Kenya and 
eventually in the fight for a democratic government. In her autobiography, Maathai gives a 
detailed description of the years she spent working to fight environmental degradation in 
Kenya to help the rural poor, and how that brought her into conflict with the authorities on 
many occasions (Maathai, 2007). 
 
3.11   Concluding remarks 
The conflicting roles of mother, politician’s wife, university lecturer and a ‘good African 
woman’, combined with the demands of managing the mushrooming Green Belt Movement, 
put a great strain on Maathai. Her marriage to Mwangi could not survive the pressure. One 
day she arrived home to find that he has moved out, leaving her to care for the children. This 
was the start of a very difficult period in her life, especially the court procedures during their 
divorce. The Western type divorce court proceedings in 1979 resulted in a lot of bad 
publicity, humiliation, false accusations and unfair treatment, terminating in Maathai being 
arrested and jailed for contempt of court. After the divorce she was deeply in debt and came 
to realize that she could not afford to take care of her children on her own anymore. She left 
the university to find other employment and took the children to live with their father 
(Maathai, 2007:139-154). One of the demands by her husband as a result of their divorce, 
was that she no longer uses his surname. Rather that reverting to her maiden name, she 
adopted the surname Maathai, the name under which she became known (Maathai, 
2007:147).  
This low point in Maathai’s life fortunately did not bring an end to her achievements. It was 
during this period of displacement that the Green Belt Movement was born, and through trial 
and error, developed into a movement with global impact (Maathai, 2007:155-156). It was 
also during this life-changing period that Maathai ventured into new areas and developed 
skills not required of her before.  
She became well-known in the Kenyan public sphere on account of her personality and 
history, and because of the growing Green Belt Movement. As already narrated, her 
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educational achievements ensured her a privileged position among her country women and 
placed on her the obligation to play a leadership role (see above, sections 3.8 and 3.9). 
Although she was inexperienced, she had some experience which prepared her for her new 
role.  
During her time as wife of her political husband on a campaign trail, she was exposed to the 
Kenyan political arena and became well-known in society. She gained notoriety because of 
the acrimonious divorce from her husband and the media exposure as a result of it.  In the 
process she was vilified because of her non-conformance to the stereotype of an African 
woman, because Kenyan society still adhered to the patriarchal perception that an African 
woman must be submissive and economically dependent on her husband (Muthuki, 2006:87). 
A woman is also expected not to be academically better qualified than her husband (Maathai, 
2007:139).  
Maathai’s divorced status complicated her relationship with figures in authority and in 
society, since a divorced woman is considered socially disrespectable (Muthuki, 2006:88). 
These factors in combination posed considerable obstacles to her assuming a leadership role 
and becoming a role model for Kenyan women. Nevertheless, she took the bold step to 
become a leader although being a single woman in Kenyan society (Maathai, 2007:157). This 
brought her into conflict with the male dominated political corps of her day.  
In her autobiography (2007), Maathai recounts how the government responded when 
confronted by Maathai in her personal capacity or on behalf of the GBM, on issues 
concerning the environment. At first, they tended to ignore her, but when that became hard to 
do because of attention by local and international media, the authorities resolved to 
intimidation (Maathai, 2007:190-191).  
The antagonism against Maathai from the government resulted in Maathai and other GBM 
members being prevented from protesting peacefully, for example in Uhuru Park (Maathai, 
2007:220), or from entering public spaces to plant trees, which happened in Karura forest 
(Maathai, 2007:260-261). Other, more subtle methods were also used. Legislative measures 
were taken to limit the operations of the GBM and to prevent the movement from obtaining 
funds. The movement was also physically evicted from their offices (Maathai, 2007:197). 
These actions eventually resulted in the GBM separating from the NCWK, under whose 
auspices the movement was founded (Maathai, 2007:156, 179). Lastly and most damagingly, 
Maathai was personally assaulted during protests and arrested and incarcerated without 
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charges or trials (Maathai, 2007:220, 241, 269, 284). The injuries and terms of imprisonment 
eventually impaired Wangari Maathai’s physical health. 
The directors of a documentary on Maathai’s life, Taking root: The vision of Wangari 
Maathai, commented on her reaction to this treatment during an interview: “…Daniel arap 
Moi, a man who had attacked Wangari personally, put her life at risk, and was in the process 
of destroying their country.  Yet she held no bitterness toward this man, no hatred was 
expressed.  Despite her amazing courage, she was humble. She had a delight in life and a 
positive outlook that filled her with a luminous presence” (Merton & Dater 2008:1). 
Nevertheless, in spite of all opposition, negative publicity and infringements upon her 
personal life, Maathai persevered, or as she expressed it, remained “Unbowed” (Maathai, 
2007:222).  She remained true to her convictions and achieved many things, including 
running for the Kenyan parliament and receiving the Nobel Peace Prize for her environmental 
work in 2004, both notable firsts (Maathai, 2007:254-276, 291-295). The directors of the film 
referred to previously, summarized her outlook as follows: “It was not only what Wangari 
had accomplished that was stunning, it was also the way she had done it. She had had a way 
of choosing the right issue at the right time and not letting anything or anybody get in her 
way” (Merton & Dater, 2008:1). 
In all respects a remarkable life and a remarkable woman, a person well worth studying. 
For the purposes of this study the researcher will not go into further biographical detail. In 
Chapter 4 an analysis according to the principles of DGR will be done of Wangari Maathai’s 
life and work, to demonstrate how she embodies these principles, thus demonstrating her 
suitability as an exponent of DGR. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
ANALYSIS OF WANGARI MAATHAI USING THE PRINCIPLES OF DARK 
GREEN RELIGION 
 
4.1   Introduction 
The previous chapter presents a short overview of the life of Wangari Maathai, describing 
events preceding her establishment of the Green Belt Movement in 1977. In it the researcher 
focuses on those moments that possibly influenced her worldview and therefore, her actions. 
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The principles that form the basis of DGR are introduced in Chapters One and Three. These 
are the principles of belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness. Pinpointing these 
principles in someone’s words, actions and outlook demonstrates the presence of a Dark 
Green Religious spirituality and in analysing Maathai, the researcher proposes to provide 
proof of the DGR principles that underpin her personal worldview. This is the focus of 
Chapter Four, but it also   includes a discussion of the core values of the Green Belt 
Movement in the light of DGR principles. The chapter concludes with an examination of the 
type of DGR that Maathai promotes/endorses. 
To provide evidence of Wangari Maathai’s own voice and give authenticity to her expressed 
beliefs and feelings, many quotes from her published work are included to confirm the 
presence of the underlying principles of Dark Green religion. In view of the fact that she 
passed away in 2011, her publications and recorded speeches are all that is available for 
analysis, since interviews are not possible. I therefore apologize in advance for the abundance 
of quotations in this chapter. 
Wangari Maathai’s autobiography, Unbowed: A memoir (2007), contains many examples of 
her love for nature and how it grew from a very young age (Maathai, 2007:43, 48). She gives 
numerous descriptions of what she saw, how she felt and the other sensations she experienced 
at various times during her childhood years. She vividly remembers the smell of the soil and 
the plants as she worked in the fields at sunset (Maathai, 2007:47), the sound of rushing water 
in the  small streams in the valleys when she was walking home after collecting firewood for 
her mother (Maathai, 2007:44), how she loved to play with the frogs’ eggs in a stream 
bubbling between the roots of a fig tree (Maathai, 2007:45) and many more. She also 
describes her bond with her family and her heritage and the values that are important to her 
(Maathai, 2007:71). I will attempt to link these memories and reflections with the values of 
DGR, to give substance to my claim that Maathai could be viewed as an exponent of DGR. 
Coinciding with references from Unbowed: A memoir, the researcher will also refer to other 
works which she authored, such as Replenishing the Earth (2010), her Nobel Peace Prize 
acceptance speech (Maathai, 2005), as well as some relevant comments by other authors. 
Research question for the study 
The underlying purpose of this analysis is to answer the research question formulated in 
Chapter1:  
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Can Dark Green Religion be used as a hermeneutical lens / conceptual framework to 
evaluate the life and work of Wangari Maathai by using the principles of belonging, 
interconnectedness and sacredness to determine whether she might be considered as an 
exponent of Dark Green religion; and as secondary outcome, can this analysis be used to 
formulate an opinion as to the type of Dark Green Religion she represents? 
 
4.2   Principles of Dark Green religion 
In Chapters 1 and 3, where Dark Green Religion is introduced as conceptual framework for 
this study, the principles encompassing the spirituality of DGR are explained. In the 
following analysis, evidence of these principles in the life of Maathai are presented and their 
significance discussed. 
 
4.2.1 The principle of Belonging 
4.2.1.1 Introduction 
This principle reflects the intrinsic belief that the earth as a living system is our home and that 
it is here where we as humans exist (Chapter 2.2.2.1). This earth is not only our physical 
home, but also the basis of our emotional and spiritual wellbeing (Viviers, 2017:4). To 
acknowledge this feeling of belonging and being part of the great society of living beings on 
earth, creates a sense of being responsible for the rights and wellbeing of all other living 
organisms. It also makes us conscious of the fact that earth herself is part of the earth 
community and earth has the right to be respected and cared for. 
 
4.2.1.2 Indications of the principle of belonging in the life of Wangari Maathai 
Kikuyu traditions 
The principle of belonging as discussed in the previous paragraph, is shared by Maathai, as is 
apparent from her description of the Kikuyu ritual performed at the birth of a child. This 
ritual was also performed at her own birth. The ritual is intended to introduce the child to the 
land of his/her ancestors and an offering is also made to represent the abundance that comes 
from the soil (Maathai, 2007:4). She says, “I am as much a child of my native soil as I am of 
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my father, Muta Njugi, and my mother, Wanjiru Kibicho…” (Maathai, 2007:4). The rituals 
enacted by the Kikuyu community demonstrate that they value wellness and fullness, and that 
they are aware that these come from the earth (Maathai, 2007:4). 
Kikuyu people follow a system of naming children after relatives. This is intended to make 
them feel like “duplicates” of the relatives. Children thus provide a sense of immortality to 
people of the community (Maathai, 2007:49). 
Storytelling is another tradition treasured by Maathai. It engenders a sense of belonging in 
children and provided them with a sense of being connected to the past. It is used to keep 
children occupied while dinner is cooking, but simultaneously acts as effective informal 
education (Maathai, 2007:50). Only women tell stories, but children are encouraged to 
contribute. The purpose of Kikuyu stories is to present children with lessons about life in a 
subtle way and it reflects the environment and culture they are growing up in (Maathai, 
2007:50). Examples of this are the Kikuyu myth of origin (mentioned in Chapter Three, 
3.1.1), as well as the story of Konyeki and his father, a favourite story of Maathai (Maathai, 
2007:305). Maathai frequently uses stories to illustrate a point when talking to audiences – 
she often uses the image of the fig tree (discussed later in this chapter, Section 4.2.2.2), as 
well as the story of the hummingbird trying to put out a forest fire by flying up and down, 
carrying one drop of water in its beak at a time (Hunt, 2014:235).  She compares herself to 
the hummingbird in her attempts to achieve the near impossible by planting trees one at a 
time to accomplish reforestation (Hunt, 2014:235). An illustrated work relating her 
determination to plant trees in communities all over Kenya was published for children 
(Napoli, 2010). This publication is a contribution to the storytelling tradition of the Kikuyu 
and also makes her work for the restoration of the environment accessible to children in a 
manner they are able to understand. 
The tradition of transferring culture orally through story telling has sadly been replaced with 
modern technology such as television and radio, presenting popular culture and replacing oral 
methods. Maathai is saddened by this loss, commenting that “When what you remember 
disappears, you miss it and search for it, and so it was with me. When I was a child, my 
surroundings were alive, dynamic, inspiring.” (Maathai, 2007:52). This comment reveals 
why, later in life, she had such a deep understanding of the loss suffered by people when their 
environment was degraded, and their way of life threatened. It also emphasizes her bond with 
her African traditions.  
69 
 
As pointed out previously (Chapter Three, sections 3.2, 3.3 and 3.7), Maathai often affirms 
her love for the Kikuyu people, her language and her traditions, a characteristic reflected by 
her name changes – when she returned from America (Maathai, 2007:96), and later after the 
divorce from her husband (Maathai, 2007:147), as well as the names given to her children 
(Maathai, 2007:112). This is supported by her commitment to use her mother-tongue (and not 
replace it with English), to ensure she stays connected to her mother, father and other 
relatives (Maathai, 2007:60). This commitment is also reflected in the procedures of the 
GBM whose members take pains to allow people to communicate in their mother-tongue, 
something that is not usually practised by people in development projects (Maathai, 
2007:174). 
The decision to change her name to display her commitment to her roots was also enacted by 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o, a fellow Kenyan. He changed his name to reflect his heritage (SA 
History, 2017; also see section 1.7.3). In his work he mentions the practice of changing place 
names and thus replacing the language of the indigenous people to reflect that of the 
incoming settlers/colonisers. This impacted on the indigenous people of African countries’ 
experience of belonging (wa Thiong’o, 2009).  This practice estranged the indigenous people 
from their cultural heritage, a factor confirmed by Maathai in her autobiography (See Chapter 
3, sections 3.2, 3.3 and 3.10). 
In her Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, she refers to her African roots by saying that 
“Africans, especially, should re-discover positive aspects of their culture. In accepting them, 
they would give themselves a sense of belonging, identity and self-confidence” (Maathai, 
2005). 
The importance of a connection to their culture (thus developing a sense of belonging) in 
people’s wellbeing, is echoed by Merton and Dater (2008:2); “The loss of land, the loss of 
culture, and the fear had rendered people immobile. In doing nothing, they felt less and less 
worthy; they had lost their dignity, their sense of self-worth and therefore any sense of the 
common good”. The feeling of belonging also creates an appreciation of the environment:  
“the mechanism of oppression, whether it is on a global, community, or familial level, is 
utterly destructive of peoples' dignity and their connection to themselves and to their 
environment” (Merton & Dater, 2008:2). 
Maathai is very skilful in the way she enables people from all parts of the world to share in 
this sense of feeling at home and belonging to the larger family of life on earth, by using 
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traditional African imagery and narratives (Gorsevski, 2012:7). Thus, even though she 
remains true to her traditions and culture, she doesn’t use it to foster division, but rather use it 
as a unifying element when communicating with people. 
 
Family ties 
Though Maathai values her relationship with all her family members, she has a strong bond 
with her mother and treasures the information and experience she shared with her (Maathai, 
2007:13). She says: “My mother was my anchor in life” (Maathai, 2007:13). Her mother 
taught Maathai how to cultivate the land to grow food crops. While they were busy with their 
daily activities in the fields, she became acquainted with the traditional knowledge of her 
people. Her mother was an example to her of how to work hard and persevere under difficult 
conditions. Reflecting on their relationship after her mother’s death in 2000 (Maathai, 
2007:274-276), Maathai remarks: “As my people would traditionally say: Arokoma kuuraga, 
‘May she sleep where it rains.’ For me, that place is wet with morning dew and is therefore 
green. Well, perhaps heaven is green” (Maathai, 2007:276). This beautiful expression 
portrays the deep and intrinsic connection Maathai has with nature and how it provides her 
with a feeling of being at home. 
The link with her mother and the experience she gained through the long and sustained 
relationship with her (Maathai, 2007:276), allowed Maathai to relate to rural women and to 
understand their problems from their perspective. This understanding and insight are the 
origin of her concern for the welfare of women and the focus of the GBM on solving the 
problems of rural women in providing for their basic needs (Maathai, 2007:123-125). 
The plight of rural women 
The directors of the movie “Taking Root: The vision of Wangari Maathai” remark that 
Maathai’s rural roots “connected her deeply to the earth, and despite her education and years 
in academia, she had never lost that connection” (Merton & Dater, 2008:1). After leaving the 
university, “she reconnected with the rural women with whom she had grown up.  In looking 
at their problems stemming from a degraded environment, Wangari was starting at the 
grassroots.  These women were the caretakers of their families, and it was because their lives 
had become so difficult that she took notice” (Merton & Dater, 2008:1). 
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Therefore, while Maathai acknowledged her African roots and appreciated the traditional 
knowledge of her people and the positive role it plays in maintaining a healthy living 
environment, she realized that the women were the first to be affected by a deterioration in 
the environment and focused her efforts on them. She knew from her childhood how 
important the role was that women played in caring for their families and that they were 
directly dependent on the environment (Maathai, 2005, 2008:25). She devoted her efforts to 
improve the plight of women and, even though she never excluded men from her projects, 
she nevertheless became a champion for women. “In working with the rural women, Wangari 
recognized that not only had the land suffered under the oppression of colonialism and neo-
colonialism, but the women themselves and civil society as a whole had also been a casualty” 
(Merton & Dater, 2008:2). In this manner Maathai, and as a consequence the GBM, became 
involved in the struggle for social justice and democracy.  
Maathai firmly believes that democracy and peace are basic requirements in the process of 
sustaining a healthy living environment. She writes that “sustainable development, 
democracy, and peace are indivisible concepts” (Maathai, 2008:24) and that “Peace cannot 
exist without equitable development, just as development requires sustainable management of 
the environment in a democratic and peaceful space” (Maathai, 2008:24). Her adherence to 
these beliefs brought her into conflict with the government and the president of Kenya on 
more than one occasion. She didn’t shrink from drawing attention to political decisions that 
negatively affected the majority of silent Kenyans, who felt that they didn’t have a voice 
(Maathai, 2007:188).  Maathai criticized leaders for exploiting the environment for their own 
profit and the undemocratic nature of their governance (Maathai, 2007:179-183).  
In her autobiography Maathai recounts how the government tried to foil GBM projects and 
prevent meetings, and eventually launched personal attacks on Maathai (Maathai, 2007:190-
192, 196). The negative publicity she and the GBM received resulted in people shunning her 
and questioning her motives. The situation was stressful and hurtful for her and her family 
and friends (Maathai, 2007:195). Nevertheless, Maathai persevered. She was convinced that, 
“if you stay with a challenge, if you are convinced that you are right to do so, and if you give 
it everything you have, it is amazing what can happen” (Maathai, 2007:194).  
She responded to opposition by invoking local and international support for causes that she 
pursued (Maathai, 2007:192). Gradually Maathai became a well-known figure, both locally 
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and internationally and her influence contributed to the eventual restoration of democratic 
governance to Kenya (Maathai, 2005).  
One example of an issue Maathai and the GBM became involved in, is the raising of public 
awareness and opposition against the construction of the Times Tower Complex in Uhuru 
Park (Independent Lens, 2017). The complex would have encroached on much of the land 
allotted to the park, which provides citizens of Nairobi with a much-needed green space in 
the heart of the city (Maathai, 2007:185-186). Though the government would not publicly 
admit it, many political figures had vested interests in the project (Maathai, 2007:184-192, 
202-203). The sixty-story complex would have changed the character of the heart of the city 
and deprived future generations of space in which to enjoy their environment. The original 
reason for establishing the park was to celebrate Kenya’s independence, and Maathai felt that 
the government did not have the right to deny people the right to utilize the park to advance 
its own agenda (Maathai, 2007:188). The government did not appreciate Maathai’s initiation 
of public debate concerning the issue. However, after numerous reactions and much media 
response, both local and international, the government eventually abandoned the project 
(Maathai, 2007:193-194, 203-204).  
Another well-publicized case is that of the mothers campaigning for the release of their sons 
who were detained because they campaigned for democratic governance (Maathai, 2007:216-
217). She joined the mothers (some of whom were GBM members) in February 1992 on a 
hunger strike in Uhuru Park (Independent Lens, 2017). After three days the gathering was 
forcibly broken up by the police and included a physical assault on Maathai (Maathai 
2007:218-220). The mothers were prohibited from reconvening in the park but were offered 
the sanctuary of the All Saints Cathedral to resume their non-violent protest. The prolonged 
protest succeeded in bringing to light many cases of torture and unconstitutional 
imprisonment and resulted in international pressure on the government to release the 52 
political prisoners. The government remained unrepentant until early 1993 when the sons 
were unexpectedly released (Maathai, 2007:222-226).  
These examples are proof of the conviction with which Maathai pursued her vision. She was 
prepared to suffer humiliation and defeat but never to give up. Reflecting on an experience 
from her childhood, she remarked “That incident has remained with me through the years and 
reminds me that, while it’s perhaps sometimes foolhardy to take on something that’s too big 
for you, it’s incredible what you can achieve if you are single-minded enough” (Maathai, 
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2007:49). This quote is indicative of her approach to life and also provide an explanation of 
how the name of her autobiography, “Unbowed”, was chosen. In her narrative of the year-
long protest for the release of political prisoners, during which she was seriously injured, she 
states: “The story of Freedom Corner did not end with my hospitalization or the dispersal of 
the mothers. We remained unbowed” (Maathai, 2007:222).  
These examples illustrate that Wangari Maathai lived out her conviction of belonging to her 
people and in turn to the land of her forefathers. 
 
4.2.1.3 Conclusion: 
Through my narration of incidents in Maathai’s life journey, I attempt to portray some facets 
of the principle of belonging in her life and to indicate how it contributes to people’s spiritual 
and emotional, as well as physical wellbeing. These facets are clearly visible in Maathai’s 
life. Her strong connection to her environment is a constant influence in her life and is also 
commented on by other people. “Her path was a blueprint of her developing understanding, 
and hence, our understanding, of the nature of holistic change and the inextricable linkages 
between a healthy environment and healthy communities, good governance and peace” 
(Merton & Dater, 2008:1). 
Maathai herself declared: “Earth and water, air and the waning fire of the sun combine to 
form the essential elements of life and reveal to me my kinship with the soil” (Maathai, 
2007:47). In her book, Replenishing the Earth (2010), she argues that root of the answer to 
the ecological crisis lies in the human understanding of belonging: “Addressing it requires a 
new level of consciousness, where we understand that we belong to the larger family of life 
on earth” (Maathai, 2010:25). She also emphasizes this point in her Nobel Peace Prize 
acceptance speech: “We are called to assist the Earth …… indeed, to embrace the whole 
creation in all its diversity, beauty and wonder. This will happen if we see the need to revive 
our sense of belonging to a larger family of life, with which we have shared our evolutionary 
process” (Maathai, 2005:3-4).   
These quotes from various works by Maathai contains echoes of interconnectedness and 
interdependence as well. 
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4.2.2 The principle of Interconnectedness 
 
4.2.2.1 Introduction 
Interconnectedness (also interdependence) is demonstrated by a sincere and earnest 
relationship with other living creatures on earth, thereby admitting and accepting that our 
destiny and future are intertwined and that we are dependent on each other (Chapter Two, 
2.2.2.2). Viviers (2014:5) focuses on this aspect in his discussion of St Francis of Assisi and 
the close relationship he had with nature, calling it a “cosmic kinship”.  Lyn White describes 
St Francis’ view of interconnectedness as a democracy of all species, with no privileged 
position for humans (1967). 
The Gaia hypothesis encompasses the principle of interconnectedness very well in that it 
acknowledges the earth as one complex entity in which each component, whether alive or 
not, plays a significant part, and, together, forms a whole (Lovelock, 1979:iix-ix; Brunner, 
1996:2). It is possible to divide Gaian Earth religion into (1) Gaian Spirituality, and (2) Gaian 
Naturalism (discussed in Chapter 2.3.2). Adherents of Gaian Spiritualism revere the earth as a 
conscious, living being upheld by some supernatural being, whereas Gaian Naturalists focus 
on the laws of nature that sustain life on earth and do not acknowledge a supernatural divine 
presence (Taylor, 2010:16). 
 
4.2.2.2 Indications of the principle of interconnectedness in the life of Maathai 
The principle of interconnectedness plays a large role in the life of Wangari Maathai. In her 
publications she repeatedly refers to the interdependence of life on earth and emphasizes that 
human life would not be possible without a healthy environment, meaning that all 
components of the biosphere are equally important for life to exist. She is convinced that: 
“Our very survival depends on the survival of our fragile ecosystems” (Maathai, 2008:24). 
Maathai reiterates this principle many times and emphasizes how interconnectedness also 
extends to non-living entities, as revealed in the beautiful sketch of the link between the fig 
tree, the stream and the tadpoles.  
As a child Wangari was admonished by her mother never to collect firewood from a fig tree 
or around it, because “that’s a tree of God…... We don’t use it. We don’t cut it. We don’t 
burn it” (Maathai, 2007:45). A particular fig tree in their vicinity was the source of a stream 
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of cool and clear flowing water and Maathai loved to spend hours playing there. Along the 
stream people planted edible plants such as arrow root and, in the stream, under the big, green 
leaves, were a myriad of frogs’ eggs and eventually, tadpoles (Maathai, 2007:45). At that age 
she didn’t understand the link between these entities, but after her studies in the natural 
sciences she realized that the roots of the fig tree locate water underground and then provide 
the water with an outlet, thus creating a stream. The stream provides a habitat for the tadpoles 
and water for the edible plants. The mystery surrounding the tree and the reverence of the 
community protected the tree and the life system resulting from it. The roots of the tree 
bound the soil and acted against soil erosion and loss of topsoil (Maathai, 2007:46). This 
sketch is a clear example of the application of the principle of interconnectedness between 
living and non-living components of the biosphere. 
When Maathai returned to that place after many years, she found that the tree was removed 
by the farmer cultivating that area. In consequence, the stream of pure water dried up and all 
the life-forms supported by the tree and the stream was gone. She writes: “I mourned the loss 
of that tree. I profoundly appreciated the wisdom of my people, and how generations of 
women had passed on to their daughters the cultural tradition of leaving the fig trees in place. 
I was expected to pass it on to my children, too” (Maathai, 2007:122).  
The imagery of the fig tree is an example of how cultural and spiritual traditions can 
contribute to the preservation of biodiversity, even though the people practising it are 
unaware of the scientific basis of their actions (Maathai, 2007:46). It is also a very beautiful 
illustration of interconnectedness: between people and their environment, different entities in 
the environment – living and non-living, and between one generation and the next. 
Maathai loved cultivating the land, observing the growth of the plants and harvesting the 
fruits of her labour (Maathai, 2007:37-38). Her mother gave her a plot of land to cultivate on 
her own and told her: “Don’t idle around during the rains, plant something” (Maathai, 
2007:38). She planted the different seeds and “spent a lot of time literally watching the seeds 
germinate” (Maathai, 2007:38). She also watched the birds, the butterflies and the bees, all 
visiting the crops she planted (Maathai, 2007:38). Later, while attending boarding school, she 
looked forward to the holidays, when she “would return home to work in the fields and touch 
the soil” (Maathai, 2007:47). 
She remarks more than once that the act of working with the soil provided her with feelings 
of belonging and connectedness. “These were the experiences that made me feel very close to 
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the land and appreciate the beauty of the environment. I have never lost that closeness to the 
soil” (Maathai, 2007:48). 
Her later studies in the biological sciences allowed her to understand the scientific basis of 
the interconnectedness of all living organisms, something she had intuitively deduced from a 
young age (Maathai, 2007:38). She remembers observing the effects of human actions on the 
environment, but only became aware of the full consequences later in her life: “I remember 
seeing huge bonfires as the natural forests went up in smoke” (Maathai, 2007:38). Farmers 
were encouraged by the colonial government to plant exotic trees for their commercial value. 
“However, these trees did damage too. They eliminated local plants and animals, destroying 
the natural ecosystems that helped gather and retain rainwater” (Maathai, 2007:39). 
Early in the 1970’s Maathai was conducting research into cattle diseases, as part of her work 
in the Veterinary Department of the University of Nairobi. The research was an effort to 
safeguard the livestock industry, an important contributor to Kenya’s economy. The practical 
aspect of her research required that she visit rural areas around Nairobi, and she noticed how 
the rivers were muddy with topsoil washed away from the hillsides (Maathai, 2007:121). She 
also observed that the both people and animals didn’t look healthy and well-fed. She realized 
that “the whole region’s livestock industry was threatened more by environmental 
degradation” (Maathai, 2007:121) than by the diseases she was studying. From these 
observations developed an increasing concern about the state of Kenya’s environment 
(Maathai, 2007:120-121).  
Her work as member of the National Council of Women of Kenya (NCWK) also brought to 
her attention reports of malnutrition in the central region of Kenya, an area that she knew was 
very fertile (Maathai, 2007:123). She came into contact with the rural women and the 
struggles they faced as a result of environmental changes. Women served their families 
processed foods that was low in essential nutrients but required less cooking. This was 
because “available firewood for cooking was limited due to deforestation in the region…. 
This shortage of firewood…. was leading directly to malnutrition as people’s diets changed in 
response. The most vulnerable was the children and the elderly” (Maathai, 2007:123). 
Maathai realized that the living conditions of the people in rural areas were in stark contrast 
to her own experiences when growing up (Maathai, 2007:123). She grasped that these 
problems were the combined results of changes in lifestyle and farming practices that were 
introduced by the colonial government but sustained and extended by famers after 
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independence. Thus, in the duration of one generation, the degradation of Kenya’s 
environment had become so severe that a large portion of the population was suffering as a 
result (Maathai, 2007:123). 
The interconnectedness between the problems faced by people and the different symptoms of 
environmental degradation was obvious, and it was also apparent that a solution had to be 
found. “It suddenly became clear. Not only was the livestock industry threatened by a 
deteriorating environment, but I, my children, my students, my fellow citizens, and my entire 
country would pay the price. The connection between the symptoms of environmental 
degradation and their causes … were self-evident. Something had to be done…. We had to 
get to the root causes of those problems” (Maathai, 2007:125). 
A personality trait of Maathai was that, while needing to understand problems, she has 
“always been interested in finding solutions” (Maathai, 2007:125). She became convinced 
that the planting of  trees could be the answer to more than one problem, since trees “would 
provide a supply of wood that would enable women to cook nutritious foods”, at the same 
time trees would provide wood “for fencing and fodder for cattle and goats”, trees would also 
“offer shade for humans and animals” as well as “protect watersheds and bind the soil” and 
“fruit trees” would provide food. Lastly, trees “would heal the land by bringing back birds 
and animals and regenerate the vitality of the earth” (Maathai, 2007:125). Trees had the 
potential to provide a multifaceted answer to the very complex problem of environmental 
degradation, a truly interconnected solution! 
As Maathai herself states: “Tree planting became a natural choice to address some of the 
initial basic needs identified by women. Also, tree planting is simple, attainable and 
guarantees quick, successful results within a reasonable amount of time. This sustains interest 
and commitment” (Maathai, 2005:2).   
To solve the problem the most effective way of implementing the solution had to be found. 
Maathai approached it by establishing the Green Belt Movement. The confluence of events 
and personal experiences in the life of Wangari Maathai that led to the establishment of the 
GBM is described in Chapter Three. In her autobiography she relates the events that unfolded 
and the obstacles she faced before the GBM became a success. The core values of the GBM 
(discussed in the next section) also reflect the principle of interconnectedness between 
humans and our environment. It serves to further illustrate the importance of this principle in 
Maathai’s life and work. 
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In focusing on the rural women and developing a solution to help them in meeting their basic 
needs, the GBM achieved more than the planting of trees. The problem of a degraded 
environment affected people in more than just a physical way. It also affected them 
spiritually. Maathai says of the ecological crisis that it “is both a physical crisis and a spiritual 
one” (Maathai, 2010:25). This is an indication of a link between the health of the 
environment and the state of a society. “By taking action to improve their degraded 
environment, the women and men of the Green Belt Movement are empowering themselves 
to protect their lands, to take back their voices, and improve their circumstances.  Thus, they 
are changing the mechanism of oppression” (Merton & Dater 2008:2). 
Maathai also focused on this aspect in her Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech. She said 
that, initially, “women did not realize that meeting their needs depended on their environment 
being healthy and well managed. They were also unaware that a degraded environment leads 
to a scramble for scarce resources and may culminate in poverty and even conflict. They were 
also unaware of the injustices of international economic arrangements” (Maathai, 2005:2). 
These comments by Maathai explains why, with the GBM, she could not but help to get 
involved in agitating for social justice. The GBM promoted a holistic type of development 
that took account of the links between the environment, people’s basic needs, a just society 
and democracy (Maathai, 2005:2). In the previous section, some instances of this 
involvement were discussed. 
 
4.2.2.3 Conclusion 
Interconnectedness lies at the heart of sustainable living on earth. It is therefore very 
important to incorporate this concept in actions over all spheres of human involvement with 
the environment. In an article about the link between peace and the environment, Maathai 
reiterates that: “we must remember that while the rest of the species on the planet can survive 
without us, we cannot survive without them. In protecting the survival of other species and 
respecting their right to be, we can, in turn, ensure our own” (Maathai, 2008:27). 
The principle of interconnectedness is intertwined with the principles of belonging and 
sacredness. Those things that we feel ourselves connected to and part of, would logically be 
considered intrinsically worthy and deserving of reverent care. Therefore, it is not possible to 
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make a distinct separation between these principles and their embodiment in a person or an 
organization. 
 
4.2.3 The principle of sacredness 
 
4.2.3.1 Introduction 
The word sacredness indicates that something has been set apart from the regular and 
therefore separated or removed from everyday life or use (Eliade, 1987:282). As mentioned 
previously (Chapter One, section 1.3.1), the notion of separating or dichotomizing the sacred 
and the everyday, or the religious and the secular, can be considered a Western construct, that 
does not necessarily apply to all religious traditions. Relevant to DGR and for the purposes of 
this analysis, the principle of sacredness refers to the expression of awe and wonder (See also 
Chapter Two, section 2.2.2.3).  
To experience the emotions of reverence and awe implies that the person experiencing awe is 
smaller in stature and worth, than the object / entity / force that is initiating the feeling. This 
emotion also results in the onlooker feeling overwhelmed, overshadowed and 
speechless/dumbstruck (Viviers, 2017:7). In human experience, this feeling is mostly caused 
by contact with the supernatural or the wonders of nature. A feeling of awe engenders a 
desire to worship and revere in the spectator and can be the origin of religious behaviour. In 
the context of nature religion or Dark Green Religion, the expression of awe and wonder 
when confronted with the beauty of the natural world, results in a deep-felt reverence for the 
earth and of considering the earth and entities belonging to the biosphere as possessing 
intrinsic worth (Taylor, 2010:12). 
 
 
 
4.2.3.2 Indications of the principle of sacredness in the life of Wangari Maathai: 
Of the three principles of DGR, the principle of sacredness can be considered to have the 
most direct link to religion, since the language of the sacred is the language of religion 
(Eliade, 1987:282, 284). In the analysis of Wangari Maathai’s autobiography, not many direct 
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references to sacredness could be found, although she does not avoid contact with the church 
or the topic of religion. In the struggles of the GBM against undemocratic governance, the 
church and clergy were involved on more than one occasion (Maathai, 2007:222, 270). As 
discussed under the principle of belonging above, during the hunger strike of the mothers for 
the release of their sons, the church provided refuge for the protesters and they also held 
prayer meetings during their vigil (Maathai, 2007:216-226). 
Maathai is frank about her conversion to Catholicism and the journey towards her eventual 
questioning of this religion (Chapter Three, sections 3.4 & 3.5) but does not provide more 
details. 
Maathai’s autobiography (Maathai, 2007) is filled with word pictures from different periods 
in her life and mostly tells of her actions. In a later work, Replenishing the Earth: Spiritual 
values for healing ourselves and the world (2010) she is more contemplative and reflective 
on spiritual aspects of her environmental work (Maathai, 2010:13, 171, 175). She confirms a 
few times that she did not adhere to a specific religion or faith when she established the 
Green Belt Movement (Maathai, 2010:175). Responding to inquiries about a possible 
religious foundation for her work she replies, “I didn’t think digging holes and motivating 
communities to protect or restore the trees, forests, watersheds, soil, or habitats for wildlife 
that surrounded them was spiritual work or only relevant to the religious” (Maathai, 
2010:13). She also states, “Upon reflection, it is clear to me that when I began this work in 
1977, I wasn’t motivated by my faith or by religion in general” (Maathai, 2010:13).  
Maathai admits to including aspects of the Judeo-Christian heritage in the work of the GBM, 
as well as some traditional practices of the Kikuyu community (Maathai, 2010:20). 
(References to Maathai’s incorporation of African traditions in her worldview has already 
been provided in the section about the principle of belonging, section 4.2.1). She therefore 
embraced an ecumenical view of religion: “….my life experiences have led me to an 
ecumenical understanding of faith” (Maathai, 2010:20). She also adds that she accepts “other 
faiths and spiritual traditions that indicated a reverence or respect for the natural world and 
that suggest ways of acknowledging the earth’s wounds and working to heal them” (Maathai, 
2010:20).  
These statements by Maathai reflect that, rather than adhere to a specific religious conviction 
or faith tradition, her primary motivation was to care for the earth and to motivate others to 
do the same, regardless of their religion or belief system. She focuses on the earth as an entity 
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that should be preserved, protected and respected. “The future of the planet concerns all of us, 
and all of us should do what we can to protect it” (Maathai, 2007:138). And: “As women and 
men continue this work of clothing this naked Earth, we are in the company of many others 
throughout the world who cares deeply for this blue planet. We have nowhere else to go” 
(Maathai, 2007:295). 
These declarations represent a link with the principle of interconnectedness discussed 
previously. Maathai reveals that her concern for the environment and the people living in it is 
her driving force. She continues by saying “Those of us who witness the degraded state of the 
environment and the suffering that comes with it cannot afford to be complacent. We 
continue to be restless. If we really carry the burden, we are driven to action. We cannot tire 
or give up. We owe it to the present and future generations of all species to rise up and walk!” 
(Maathai, 2007:295). 
With this statement she concludes her autobiography and presents the reader with the basis 
for her motivation to do what she does. It also summarizes the core values of the GBM and 
her personal vision. These core values are discussed in Section 4.3 of this chapter. 
 
African religion in the life of Wangari Maathai 
As discussed under the principle of belonging, Maathai is rooted in her traditions and culture. 
She does not consider the fact that she was highly educated as a barrier, since she remarks; 
“Education, if it means anything, should not take people away from the land, but instil in 
them even more respect for it, because educated people are in a position to understand what is 
being lost” (Maathai, 2007:138).  
An example of Maathai’s adherence to traditional African beliefs is her reverence for Mount 
Kenya. In African religion, landmarks and other natural entities are revered by indigenous 
people since long before colonization (Ikuenobe, 2014). Maathai sees Mount Kenya as a 
source of inspiration to her and as a sacred place, as it had been for previous generations: “I 
faced Mt Kenya, the source of inspiration for me throughout my life, as well as for 
generations of people before me” (Maathai, 2007:292-293). She shares a special memory 
from the day she received the news that she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, 8 October 
2004. She was at the Nyeri Hotel, looking north towards Mount Kenya, thinking how fitting 
it was that she should be in that place at that time: “As I searched for her with my eyes and 
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heart, I recalled the many times I have worried whether she will survive the harm we are 
doing to her. As I continued to search for her, I believed that the mountain was celebrating 
with me…. At that moment I felt I stood on sacred ground” (Maathai, 2007:293). The 
personification of Mount Kenya adds to conferring intrinsic worth on it, because we usually 
personify those things or entities that we cherish.   
These comments by Maathai are an indication of the depth and intensity of her feelings of 
respect and appreciation for the land and environment in which she is rooted. These feelings 
may be linked to the experiencing of reverence and awe that is used to denote the principle of 
sacredness. For Maathai these feelings are the basis of her conviction to care for the land in 
all ways possible. The fact that the work of the GBM she established, was aimed at 
restoration and care for the environment, provides further support for this observation.  
According to Maathai the renaming of landmarks in Africa by the colonial settlers was partly 
responsible for the indifference of people towards their traditional beliefs and environmental 
practices. It created a schism in the minds and thoughts of African people – more especially 
for the children who were educated in the English language in an education system based on 
Western culture (Chapter Three, section 3.2, Maathai, 2007:6). They lived in a dual world 
and this break in their thinking resulted in a disregard for places that were considered sacred 
and special for many generations. This mindset was translated into their actions. People 
began to consider the traditional beliefs as no more applicable and discarded them and started 
viewing the environment narrowly as a resource to be used to generate income (Maathai, 
2007:6, Ikuenobe, 2014).  
Part of the efforts of the GBM was aimed at reversing this trend and to instil a love and 
appreciation for their land, their culture and their traditions in the minds of African people. 
Maathai felt that a profit-orientated mindset posed a threat to people’s future existence and 
that it can only be opposed by a “… change of consciousness that includes rediscovering that 
love of nature that animated the minds and souls of our ancestors…” (Maathai, 2010:103). 
Therefore, although the process used by the GBM to achieve this was through the planting of 
trees, she concluded that the work of the GBM “weren’t only about planting trees, but were 
also about sowing seeds of a different sort – the ones necessary to heal the wounds inflicted 
on communities that robbed them of their self-confidence and self-knowledge” (Maathai, 
2010:14). 
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The symbolism of trees 
Trees were a recurrent theme throughout Maathai’s life, starting with her favourite fig tree in 
the vicinity of which she spent many happy hours during her childhood. The fig tree was the 
origin of a stream and provided a habitat for plants and animals. She remembers that “time 
and time again I would return to that stream to play with the frogs’ eggs” (Maathai, 2007:45). 
The imagery of the fig tree was also discussed under the principle of interconnectedness and 
Maathai often used it as an illustration when talking about the environment (for example in 
her Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, Maathai, 2005). She remembers that it was 
considered as “a tree of God “, as she was told by her mother and that it was to be left 
undisturbed (Maathai, 2007:45). Therefore, fig trees were imbued with sacredness in Kikuyu 
culture. 
Trees are part of African religious traditions. A certain Kikuyu tradition directed women who 
couldn’t conceive to a sacred fig tree where a holy man would do a ceremony (Maathai, 
2010:95). Trees are revered as a symbol of power and because of the ability of trees to renew 
life year after year. Examples of sacred practices involving trees are found in communities all 
over Africa (Maathai, 2010:81). Histories of other ancient societies also include references to 
trees representing the presence of the divine. Trees symbolize all that is sacred and sought-
after: “life, youth, immortality, wisdom” (Eliade, 1959:149). Trees are considered sacred 
because the oldest and largest living organisms on earth are trees and trees can therefore be 
seen as a key source for all life (Eliade, 1987:1661). Trees are also a metaphor for the whole 
cosmos that is continuously renewing itself (Eliade, 1959:148). This concept is found in 
Eastern religions as well as in ancient Greek and German mythologies. Similarly, in the 
Hebrew scriptures, trees were considered as an indication of God’s presence. In pre-Christian 
Celtic communities sacred forests played a part in their religious practices (Maathai, 
2010:81). 
The symbolism of trees became characteristic of the GBM. The movement periodically 
planted trees for specific reasons. When threats to the environment were identified, the GBM 
would notify the government publicly of their concern, then report to the public about the 
response of the government through the press, and lastly go to the place in question and plant 
trees as a sign of reclaiming the land for the community (Maathai 2007:263). Trees were also 
planted at occasions to commemorate important historical events or people who played a 
special part in Kenyan history or in environmental activism (Maathai, 2007:131, 167).  
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Maathai developed the habit of planting a tree at important moments in her life (Maathai, 
2007:228, 292, 306). She felt very gratified when she noticed that the planting of trees also 
became a way for communities to demonstrate against environmental degradation and to 
display their love for the environment in a peaceful way (Maathai, 2010:96). After many 
years of working through the GBM to fight environmental degradation she says: “Trees have 
been an essential part of my life and have provided me with many lessons. Trees are living 
symbols of peace and hope” (Maathai, 2007:293). It is clear that trees do not only have 
ecological value but spiritual value also. 
 
Symbols of peace 
In recognition of the link between good governance, the health of the environment and the 
people of the land, the GBM started to plant trees in Kenya “to promote a culture of peace” 
(Maathai, 2005:3). Considering trees “as a symbol of peace is in keeping with a widespread 
African tradition” and in this manner trees became synonymous with the drive to restore 
democracy to Kenya (Maathai, 2005:3). The GBM was instrumental in the planting of these 
“trees of peace” to pressurize the government to facilitate the “release of prisoners of 
conscience and a peaceful transition to democracy” (Maathai 2005:3). Trees were also used 
by the movement to promote reconciliation between opposing communities during ethnic 
conflicts in Kenya (Maathai, 2005:3). 
Maathai finds it symbolic that trees have their roots in the soil yet reach for the sky, 
reminding everybody that achieving success doesn’t mean that you should forget your roots. 
She says: “…our power and strength and our ability to reach our goals depend on the people, 
those whose work remains unseen, who are the soil out of which we grow, the shoulders on 
which we stand” (Maathai, 2007:293).  
 
 
 
 
Canopies of hope 
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Many trees growing together become a forest. “In addition to planting and nurturing new 
trees, it is imperative to protect and conserve the trees that still stand in forests around the 
world” (Maathai, 2008:25). 
The attention of the GBM was therefore also focused on preserving forests and, through the 
planting of huge green belts of trees, restoring and recreating forests (Maathai, 2007:273). 
Maathai considered planting of trees as instrumental in healing the wounds inflicted on the 
earth by people’s short-sighted behaviour. She remembers: “As women and communities 
increased their efforts, we encouraged them to plant seedlings in rows of at least a thousand 
trees to form green ‘belts’ that would restore to the earth its cloth of green. This is how the 
name Green Belt Movement began to be used. Not only did the ‘belts’ hold the soil in place 
and provide shade and windbreaks, but they also re-created habitat and enhanced the beauty 
of the landscape” (Maathai, 2007:137). 
Maathai refers to forests as lungs, allowing the environment to breathe (Maathai, 2007:274). 
This comment is also made by Archbishop Tutu in his foreword to the Earth Bible, Volume 
One (Habel, 2000:7). The large number of trees in a forest act as a carbon sink by 
incorporating carbon dioxide from the air in new leaves, reducing the concentration of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere.  Forests are also catchment areas for water and prevent floods and 
the loss of topsoil by binding the soil with their roots. The trees in a forest also provide a 
habitat for many different living organisms (Maathai, 2008:25).  
The Karura forest to the north of Nairobi is an example of this and is considered by Maathai 
as the lung of the overcrowded city (Maathai, 2007:262, 273). This forest is also an important 
catchment area and a habitat for many species of flora and fauna. That is why Maathai 
considered it as very important to preserve this forest and how she came into conflict with 
authorities when the forest was threatened by development (Maathai, 2007:260-261). Maathai 
felt very strongly that using of public land by the government for private profit was 
inexcusable and therefore the GBM organized repeated protests until the illegal development 
was discontinued (Maathai, 2007:261-273).  
The conflict between Maathai and the government about land-grabbing in the Karura forest 
demonstrates Maathai’s concern for the environment, the basic right of people to have access 
to nature and her belief in democratic principles. She called it the “indivisible” link between 
the environment, peace and democracy and considered the Nobel Peace Prize as recognition 
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from the world at large that this link is crucial (Maathai, 2005; Maathai, 2008:1). These 
spiritual values form the foundation of her worldview and guided her actions. 
 
4.2.3.3 Conclusion 
The relentless energy with which Maathai pursued her ideals reflects the sincerity of her 
spiritual convictions. She considered the environment and the people living in it as worthy of 
all the sacrifices she made. Her autobiography provides evidence of the reverence she held 
for the environment and how she appreciated all the various components of the biosphere as 
important. 
In her book, Replenishing the Earth: Spiritual Values for healing ourselves and the world 
(2010), she describes how appreciation and admiration of the wonders of nature create in 
humans a feeling of wonder and awe, and sometimes a sense of the divine. This appreciation 
does not necessarily consider a specific site or organism to be holy but recognizes that all 
these form part of the whole that makes our existence possible and in this sense the 
environment becomes sacred. The spiritual values accepted by Maathai are therefore closely 
linked with nature (Maathai, 2010:18).  
 
4.3 The Green Belt Movement as embodiment of the principles of Dark Green 
Religion 
As mentioned previously, in the chronological summary of Wangari Maathai’s life I attempt 
to identify moments that were pivotal to the establishment of the Green Belt Movement. The 
GBM was the concretization of Maathai’s concern for the environment and the solution she 
formulated to combat environmental degradation. In the Green Belt Movement, the principles 
of DGR are also evident. 
During her schooling and studies Maathai noticed the changes brought about in the 
environment when people abandoned their traditional way of life (Maathai 2007:174). She 
also grasped some of the less noticeable effects of colonialism on African people. For 
example, the different names given by Europeans to people, plants, animals and landmarks 
created a dichotomy in the minds of African people, resulting in them living in a divided 
world (Maathai, 2007:6). The partitioning of Africa into autonomous countries ruled by 
various colonial powers at the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, resulted in physical 
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divisions. This contributed to decades of conflict. That partitioning is still negatively 
affecting Africa two centuries later (Maathai, 2007:7). This viewpoint is also shared by other 
African activists such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o (SA History, 2017). 
The introduction of European farming methods and a cash-based economy also changed 
people’s appreciation of nature and natural resources – instead of looking at a landmark or a 
tree or an animal and experiencing a feeling of wonderment and awe, people looked at natural 
phenomena with the purpose of determining the cash value or possible economic benefit 
(Maathai, 2007:175). 
 Maathai’s scientific education and her experience with global environmental movements 
enabled her to recognize cause and effect in environmental degradation and to come up with 
a way of reversing the process by planting trees (Maathai, 2007:125). This was a practical 
way of addressing the problems faced by predominantly women of the rural areas and to 
assist them in providing in their basic needs (Chapter Three, section 3.9). This was how the 
Green Belt Movement started. 
Trees are traditionally seen as a symbol of peace in Africa. A Kikuyu ritual involved a staff 
made from a branch from a specific tree to initiate reconciliation between two opposing 
parties. Other African communities have similar traditions (Maathai, 2005). The GBM 
movement therefore combined the symbolism of trees with African culture to contribute to 
environmental restoration while retaining cultural values (Maathai, 2008:24-25). 
 
4.3.1 Core values of the Green Belt Movement 
After some years in which the GBM developed from a small community-based tree-planting 
project to a country-wide movement, Maathai realized that there were some intangible core 
values that were central to the vision of the GBM, and that these values culminated in 
tangible actions (Maathai, 2010:14). 
The first is a “love for the environment”. This love should translate into positive actions in 
caring for the immediate environment and the non-human inhabitants of that environment, 
such as planting and nurturing a tree (Maathai, 2010:15). For example; communities 
organized protest action to protect trees, to demonstrate their love of the environment 
(Maathai, 2010:95). 
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A second core value is “gratitude and respect” for all that the earth provides. This respect will 
engender a worldview that acknowledges the earth’s resources as precious and finite, 
therefore leading to the tangible actions to: “reduce, reuse and recycle”. Maathai felt that a 
fourth action should be included in the list, namely: to repair. The Japanese concept used to 
describe this worldview is mottainai (Maathai, 2010:15). “The concept of mottainai captures 
how each one of us can protect the environment through simple, deliberate, conscious efforts 
every day” (Maathai, 2008:27). Love, gratitude and respect clearly resonate with DGR’s 
“sacredness.”  
A third core value subscribed to by the GBM is that of “self-empowerment and self-
betterment” (Maathai, 2010:15). The tangible outcome of this core value is taking charge of 
one’s own life and to desist from destructive habits and activities. This attitude also applies to 
our relationship with the environment (Maathai, 2010:15). A large fraction of the success of 
GBM projects resulted from the focus on overcoming the sense of disempowerment 
experienced by people. The Kenyan people were disillusioned by the deterioration in many 
aspects of their lives brought about by mismanagement and corruption by the elected 
government leaders after independence. Maathai says: “our people have been persuaded to 
believe that because they are poor, they lack not only capital, but also knowledge and skills to 
address their challenges. Instead they are conditioned to believe that solutions to their 
problems must come from ‘outside’” (Maathai, 2005:2). She confirms her belief in self-
empowerment as follows: “I have always believed that solutions to most of our problems 
must come from us” (Maathai, 2005:1). 
Therefore, at GBM community seminars, attention was given to motivating people to take 
charge of their own lives and to develop solutions to problems instead of relying on others to 
do it for them (Maathai, 2007:173). “By taking action to improve their degraded 
environment, the women and men of the Green Belt Movement are empowering themselves 
to protect their lands, to take back their voices, and improve their circumstances” (Maathai, 
2008:2). 
The last core value of the GBM is the “spirit of service and volunteerism” (Maathai, 
2010:15). This value is the main driving force of the GBM allowing it to thrive due to the 
contributions of countless volunteers who provided their energy, means, enthusiasm and 
ideas without requiring compensation in whichever form. Without this value, community 
projects would not get off the ground. The tangible outcome of this value is the establishment 
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and sustaining of community projects and the transferring of a sense of care and nurturing for 
others, both human and non-human, extending to the earth and all her entities (Maathai, 
2010:15-16). In her Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech Maathai honoured volunteers, 
saying: “They work quietly and often without recognition to protect the environment, 
promote democracy, defend human rights and ensure equality between women and men” 
(Maathai, 2005:1). 
The core values of the GBM are focused on caring for and healing the earth and as a result, 
also caring for and healing communities. The concept of caring can be linked to the DGR 
principles of belonging and interconnectedness, and the principle of sacredness grows from 
the reverent care bestowed on the earth and all components of the biosphere. 
Maathai believes that our actions towards our environment affected ourselves, in physical, 
psychological and spiritual ways. Living in a degraded and dying environment results in a 
degrading of our own humanity, stripping us of hope and energy. If our actions endanger the 
earth, we endanger humans and other living entities. The opposite is also true – actions aimed 
at restoring the earth and healing the wounds will eventually heal us and the earth itself will 
assist us in this process (Maathai, 2010:16-17). Thus, the title of her book: Replenishing the 
earth: Spiritual values for healing ourselves and the world (Maathai, 2010), expresses her 
personal belief on how to address the problems experienced by humanity. The establishment 
of the Green Belt Movement is the expression not of a longing to return to the idyllic world 
of the noble savage, but a call to constructive action and to take charge of our problems and 
to start doing something about it. 
This call to action is contained in her acceptance speech of the Nobel Peace Prize, where she 
explicitly states: “In the course of history, there comes a time when humanity is called to shift 
to a new level of consciousness, to reach a higher moral ground. A time when we have to 
shed our fear and give hope to each other. That time is now” (Maathai, 2005). 
The same attitude is also reflected in her statement: “The future of the planet concerns all of 
us, and all of us should do what we can to protect it” (Maathai, 2007:138). 
 
4.4 Type of Dark Green Religion represented by Wangari Maathai 
In the chapter on methodology, the four different types of DGR according to Bron Taylor, are 
described (Chapter Two, section 2.3). These are spiritual animism and Gaian spirituality, both 
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representing supernaturalism, and naturalistic animism and Gaian animism that are 
considered as sub-categories of naturalism. In the process of reading and analysing Wangari 
Maathai’s publications with the lens of DGR, the question concerning the type of DGR she 
represents was also addressed.  
 
 
4.4.1 Spiritual foundations 
In her autobiography Maathai recalls how she converted to Catholicism in her teenage years, 
while attending the Loreto Girls’ High School (Chapter Three, section 3.4; Maathai 2007:61). 
She was a committed believer and went to great lengths to attend mass regularly under 
difficult circumstances. Her catholic education provided her with a strong sense of justice and 
a willingness to serve others. During her undergraduate studies in America however, she 
gradually started questioning the strict adherence to rules and traditions she accepted as 
normative. She also started to be more accommodating and open towards other religions 
(Chapter Three, section 3.5; Maathai 2007:82, 89-90). 
Another turning point in her life came when she was in Europe. Doing research for her 
doctorate she observed how Europeans practised their Christian religion in combination with 
their culture and traditions, aspects which African people were led to believe were wrong. 
Colonialism left Africans with the perception that their religion, culture and traditions were 
inferior to that of the West (Maathai, 2007:109, Ikuenobe, 2014). This encouraged her to 
appreciate and to be proud of her African roots. 
The connections she started making between traditional knowledge, democratic government 
and economic policies based on Western concepts, led to conclusions about the causes of 
environmental degradation that was plaguing rural Kenya. Where the traditional practices 
incorporated care for the environment and a sense of reverence and respect for the animals 
and plants and landmarks around them, the emphasis on monetary profit eroded this attitude 
in people’s minds. A lack of appreciation for the earth’s resources led to ruthless exploitation 
and resulted in a deterioration of the environment. The yields obtained from crops decreased, 
the quality of the soil deteriorated, potable water became scarce and sufficient fuel for 
cooking was hard to obtain. Consequently, the quality of life of the people relying on the land 
for their existence declined, in this instance mostly women and children. 
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4.4.2 Spiritual values for an Environmental worldview 
Maathai sought for a possible solution for the problems faced by people living in a degraded 
environment and decided that the planting of trees was a good option. She initiated the 
establishment of an organization that focused on helping rural women through mobilizing 
them to pant indigenous trees in their environment. This eventually developed into a growing 
movement that made a discernible impact on the Kenyan environment and became known as 
the Green Belt Movement. 
As already stated above, Maathai admitted that spiritual values were not foremost in her mind 
when she started this work (Maathai, 2010:14). Upon reflection she later formulated the core 
values of the GBM that had a definite spiritual basis. These values can be related to the three 
DGR principles as discussed in Section 4.3.1.  
GBM members made use of illustrations from the Bible when working with predominantly 
Christian communities where the Bible was well-known (Maathai, 2010:13, 20). In this 
manner some aspects of Christian religion were introduced in their operations, while some 
traditional African and some eastern spiritual values were also incorporated into the practices 
of the GBM. For example, the Japanese concept of mottainai entails the protection of the 
environment by everyone “through simple, deliberate, conscious efforts every day” (Maathai, 
2008:27). 
 
4.4.3   The type of Dark Green Religion 
Though Maathai mentions spiritual values when recounting her life history, she does not refer 
to a supernatural power. She expresses a deep-felt love for the earth as a living entity and 
motivates her actions on knowledge from her scientific education rather than on a belief in a 
supernatural being or force. The spiritual basis for her passion and commitment to caring for 
the environment therefore seems to originate from a naturalist perspective, which links with 
her scientific and research background. Environmental activists with a scientific background 
can often be classified as naturalists (Taylor, 2010: 23). As mentioned in Chapter Two, 
section 2.1.1, DGR forerunners such as Henry Thoreau and John Muir were also naturalists 
92 
 
that found the basis for their passion for the environment in their scientific knowledge 
(Taylor, 2006:592). 
It is also stated (Chapter Two, section 2.3.2) that naturalists do not believe in a parallel 
spiritual world but experience a deep kinship with living organisms sharing the earth / 
biosphere with humans and they adhere to biocentric ethics (Taylor, 2010:22).  
The expression of a holistic view of ecological systems and the universe is viewed as Gaian 
naturalism. Maathai states that the GBM represents a holistic approach to development 
(Maathai, 2005), a view in line with the profile of a Gaian naturalist. Gaian naturalists do not 
believe in a theistic god but rather consider the laws governing nature and the self-regulating 
organic system of earth as the supreme power. The Gaian hypothesis (advocated by 
Lovelock) views the earth as a self-regulating organism, but do not worship the earth as a 
supernatural being (Taylor, 2010:35). Gaian naturalists do, however, practise and advocate an 
attitude of reverence towards the earth which is ultimately worthy of reverent care (Taylor, 
2010:40). These religiously oriented actions form the link between scientific knowledge and 
spirituality and provide proof of DGR spirituality. 
The preceding analysis of Maathai’s views according to DGR principles, provides evidence 
of her ecologically founded worldview and of the incorporation of scientific facts into this 
worldview. These are indications of a naturalistic spirituality (Chapter Two, section 2.3.2). 
Evidence of the scientific foundation of her worldview was reflected in some of the quotes 
given in the preceding discussion. An example of the thought process of Maathai is the 
following statement: “The connection between the symptoms of environmental degradation 
and their causes – deforestation, devegetation, unsustainable agriculture, and soil-loss – were 
self-evident. Something had to be done. We could not just deal with the manifestations of the 
problems. We had to get to the root causes of those problems” (Maathai, 2007:125). 
On the other hand, some quotations provide a glimpse of the deep feelings of care and 
reverence towards the earth and her inhabitants that Maathai experienced. When discussing 
the loss of her favourite wild fig tree as a demonstration of environmental degradation with 
the audience at her acceptance of the Nobel Peace Prize, she remarked: “The challenge is to 
restore the home of the tadpoles and give back to our children a world of beauty and wonder” 
(Maathai, 2005:5). Her description of Mount Kenya and her feelings towards the mountain 
(see Chapter Four, section 4.2.3.2 a), Maathai, 2007:293) gives another indication of her 
feelings. This support the conclusion that she embraces the concept of Gaia. 
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Her involvement as co-founder of the Gaia Foundation (Taylor, 2010:183) provides further 
evidence of her representing the DGR type of Gaian Naturalism. The vision of the Gaia 
Foundation, of which Liz Hosken is the director, is “a new era in which humans are living in 
a respectful, just and mutually enhancing relationship with the Earth, with all her life forms 
and with each other” (Gaia Foundation, 2017).  
The type of Dark Green Religion promoted by Maathai may thus be classified as “Gaian 
Naturalism” - a conclusion confirmed by her scientific point of view and approach to 
environmental problems and by her veneration of the earth as a living entity worthy of 
reverent care. This last observation is further confirmed by her co-founding of an 
organization with the vision of establishing a mutually respectful relationship between 
humans and the earth, the Gaia Foundation. 
 
4.5    Conclusion 
In answer to the research question stated at the beginning of this chapter, this analysis of 
Wangari Maathai finds that she represents Dark Green religion in that she personally, as well 
as the Green Belt Movement established by her, adheres to the three principles of DGR 
(belonging, interconnectedness and sacredness). This is clearly shown in several quotations 
from her autobiography and supported with extracts from her other publications.  
The secondary outcome of the research question is also satisfied through the analysis by 
finding that, according to the directives formulated by Bron Taylor, Maathai may be 
considered as a Gaian Naturalist. 
I wish to end this chapter in which the publications and work of Wangari Maathai were 
studied through the lens of Dark Green Religion with the following quotation from her book, 
Replenishing the earth: Spiritual values for healing ourselves and the world (2010). After 
stating her belief that the ecological crisis that we are facing is not only a physical crisis, but 
also a spiritual one, she continues: 
Addressing it requires a new level of consciousness, where we understand that we 
belong to the larger family of life on earth. If we were able to achieve this 
consciousness, we’d see that the planet is hurting, and internalize the spiritual values 
that can help us move to address the wounds. We’d recognize that it should be in our 
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nature to be custodians of the planet and do what’s right for the earth and, in the 
process, for ourselves (Maathai, 2010:25). 
It is remarkable that her words here resonate with that of Norman Habel pleading for a new 
ecological conversion or worldview as encompassed in the Earth Bible (discussed in Chapter 
One, section 1.4.2.1), and this while she was unaware of it. In my opinion, these final words 
summarize the personal worldview of Wangari Maathai and is a true reflection of Dark Green 
spirituality. 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
“Protecting the environment is often seen as a convenient luxury when it is a question of life 
and death” (Maathai, 2008) 
 
 5.1   Introduction 
If the quote above is compared to the quote introducing Chapter One, it re-affirms that 
Wangari Maathai’s primary objective was to care for the environment. In both the 
summarized biography of her (given in Chapter Three), and the analysis of her life and work 
(Chapter Four), love and care for the environment emerge as a continuous thread throughout 
her life. She was convinced that her own survival and that of others depended on the 
preservation of the earth and her resources. 
In this study the researcher attempts to show that the lens of Dark Green Religion is a suitable 
hermeneutic device to evaluate a person’s life contribution, doing what Taylor (2010) has 
done convincingly with seminal figures. The purpose of this study is to analyse the life, work 
and publications of Wangari Maathai and evaluate her contribution to the ongoing discussion 
concerning the global environmental crisis. 
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This study aims to address this research problem via answering the research question. The 
research question is formulated as follows: 
Can Dark Green Religion be used as a hermeneutical lens / conceptual framework to 
evaluate the life and work of Wangari Maathai by using the principles of belonging, 
interconnectedness and sacredness, and as secondary outcome, can this analysis be used to 
formulate an opinion concerning the type of Dark Green Religion she fosters? 
 
 
5.2    Overview of the study 
Chapter one is an introduction to the context and background of the study. The subject of the 
study, Wangari Maathai and the movement she established, the Green Belt Movement, are 
briefly introduced. This is followed by a clarification of the theoretical concepts used as 
points of departure for the study.  
The environmental crisis facing the earth is elucidated next, with emphasis on the seriousness 
and worsening nature of the crisis. The role of religion in the environmental crisis is added to 
the picture, with arguments for and against the involvement of religion in addressing the 
crisis. Dark Green Religion as emerging phenomenon is described with some reference to the 
relationship of African religions with nature as an alternative to that of other religions.  
In Chapter one the research question and the limitations of the study are formulated. Wangari 
Maathai was active in the environmental, social and political spheres and her contributions 
could be related to various intersecting fields, for example that of eco-feminism, 
transformational leadership and the decolonial debate. Since research into those contributions 
are already ongoing, these aspects were avoided, and the study focuses on a Dark Green 
Religious analysis of her life and work. No literature exists that is concerned with an analysis 
of the life and work of Wangari Maathai according to the principles of Dark Green Religion. 
Lastly, Chapter one also provides background concerning the researcher and whether the 
research needs an ethical clearance. 
Chapter two focuses on Dark Green Religion as a methodology for this kind of research. A 
short overview of the history leading to the emergence of the phenomenon of DGR is 
presented and the principles of DGR are discussed. These are the principles of belonging, 
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interconnectedness and sacredness. The chapter continues with a clarification of the four 
different types of DGR as defined by Bron Taylor. Some of the manifestations of this 
phenomenon in modern films and in the messages of some prominent people are discussed.  
Chapter three consists of a concise biography of Wangari Maathai, focusing on moments that 
influenced her worldview and what led to the eventual establishment of the Green Belt 
Movement (GBM).  
An analysis of Wangari Maathai according to the three principles of DGR follows in chapter 
four, drawing on quotes from her publications in order to profile her through her own voice. 
Subsequent to this, the core values of the GBM are discussed in light of the principles of 
DGR and an opinion is formulated concerning the type of DGR Maathai may represent. 
 
5.3   Summary of the outcomes 
The outcomes of the DGR analysis in chapter four confirm the hypothesis that Wangari 
Maathai can be considered an exponent of DGR. The principles of belonging, 
interconnectedness and sacredness are evident from statements she made in her 
autobiography as well as in other publications authored by her. Though she does not associate 
with a specific religious denomination and does not publicly express her opinions about 
religious belief systems, she evidently associates with the spiritual values of DGR that are 
present in her environmentally friendly worldview. 
The DGR analysis of Maathai’s life and work includes an analysis of the spiritual values 
underlying the work of the Green Belt Movement established by her. The core values are: A 
love for the environment; gratitude and respect for the earth’s resources; self-empowerment 
and self-betterment; and a spirit of service and volunteerism. These values encompass the 
actions of the GBM and guide its work. These values are aligned with the DGR principles as 
discussed in chapter four, reflecting the principles of belonging, interconnectedness and 
sacredness. 
An investigation into the possible type of DGR she represents forms part of the analysis in 
chapter four. In line with her scientific background and her ecumenical understanding of 
faith, it is concluded that Wangari Maathai may be classified as a “Gaian Naturalist”.  
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Naturalism is characterized by a rational approach to the world based on scientific 
observations, without reference to a supernatural power or influence on human life (Taylor, 
2006:593).  The concept of Gaia is introduced and discussed in chapters one and two, and 
some information is given concerning the Gaia Foundation of which Maathai is a founder 
member. The term Gaia is used to describe the earth as a living system containing 
interdependent ecosystems which try to establish an equilibrium and harmony with each 
other. The vision of the Gaia Foundation is to promote the development of a reverential, fair 
and beneficial relationship between the earth and all living inhabitants residing on her, and 
between these inhabitants themselves (Gaia Foundation, 2017). 
The quotations from Maathai’s publications which are analysed in the preceding sections 
provide support to the conclusion that she may be viewed as a Gaian Naturalist and thus an 
exponent of Dark Green Religion. 
 
5.4   Reflection 
An outstanding characteristic of the human species is its ability to survive in all types of 
circumstances. This is confirmed by the existence of human communities in all parts of the 
earth, from very extreme to more pleasant environments. Humans have settled and survived 
in these environments, whether prospering or persevering, utilizing the resources in their 
environment, and therefore, also impacting on these environments (Gottlieb, 2006:4-5). 
Another characteristic of humans is that they are religious beings. The history of humankind 
from its very beginning provides evidence of religious practices, with similarities and 
differences across various cultures (Eliade, 1959:64-65). Though religions have grown and 
declined, there has never been an era in human history where religion is entirely absent. 
As discussed in chapter one, the environmental crisis started gradually and, true to human 
nature, was not clearly identified as threatening from the beginning. Certain key role players 
devoted their lives to developing awareness about the devastation wreaked on nature by 
human activities. Mention is made of Jean Jacques Rousseau, Henry Thoreau and John Muir. 
In their footsteps follow Rachel Carson and Lyn White. Bron Taylor is instrumental in 
coalescing his research into the renewal of nature revering movements into the emerging 
phenomenon of Dark Green Religion (Taylor, 2011:1).  
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A major factor in the development of an appropriate response to the environmental crisis is 
the perceived indifference of the human population. Due to the adaptability of humans, 
changes in the environment do not have a drastic effect on their existence and is accepted as 
‘part of nature’. Only with careful observation, measuring and evaluation could the severity 
of the growing crisis be discerned. Societies surviving under extreme conditions were the first 
to realize that some fundamental changes are happening in their environment (Kolbert, 
2006:71). 
The drawing of conclusions regarding the developing crisis was delayed by the circumstance 
that humans are part of the environment and are able to change with it. Another factor 
hindering the formulation of conclusions and relevant responses to the environmental crisis 
was the religious beliefs of humans. Most religions are based on ancient sacred texts and 
therefore do not respond quickly to changes. An important aspect of religion is that it 
provides moral and ethical guidelines to societies, and these require time and reflection to 
formulate. 
Humans experience life both on a physical and spiritual level, but these two aspects are not 
always aligned, and different values apply to these two realms. Religious beliefs that 
influence humanity’s spiritual outlook, differ relative to the concept of time. Some religions 
and societies experience time as circular – such as African religion or in Hinduism, whereas 
the Judaism, Christianity and Islam view time as linear (Kessler, 2012:141). A linear concept 
of time works with the idea of a beginning and an end which is described with different 
words in different religions. A belief in the end of time is connected to a belief that the end 
will bring a return to the beginning – to paradise or a place of purity, and therefore the end is 
desirable (Kessler, 2012:141). 
A second distinction exists between so-called archaic religions and the later, Abrahamic 
religions. Since archaic religion perception considers time as circular and including all life, 
both physical and spiritual, both these spheres of existence are considered sacred. Later 
religious thought considered time as linear and endowed with meaning, therefore sacred in 
itself. Modern thought that replaced religious thought considered neither nature nor time as 
sacred and, in the process, desacralize nature. This influenced modern human society’s 
appreciation and relationship towards nature (Kessler, 2012:142). 
These differences in belief systems may contribute to the confusion regarding the appropriate 
response required to address the worsening environmental crisis. This study does not provide 
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answers to these questions, but the questions underline that confusion from a religious 
perspective may add to uncertainty about how to react in the light of the environmental crisis. 
It is an uncertainty that needs to be addressed with urgency due to the seriousness of the 
situation and it requires leadership and decision making on various levels of human society.  
One of the core features of religion, and a reason for its endurance, is the hope which it gives 
to believers. This hope concerns a better future. Even though religions have been responsible 
for creating divisions between people, they still have an important role to play in addressing 
the environmental crisis. Selecting a sustainable and environmentally friendly worldview and 
values and encouraging religious believers to accept it, would offer a means to turn the tide 
(Taylor, 2010:11).  
The development and implementation of a unified, global response, involving all role players 
across political, religious and other spheres of society, could promote a change in worldview 
from a purely scientific or religious worldview, to an environmentally friendly and sustaining 
worldview among all societies on earth. A change in worldview is essential for humanity to 
reverse the effects of environmental degradation and restore the earth to a point where the 
future co-existence of humans and all other living organisms is possible. The discussion in 
chapter one about the severity of the environmental crisis and the urgency with which it 
needs to be addressed, supports the call for a change in worldview, since the current 
consumerist worldview is clearly unsustainable.  
Dark Green Religion provides an alternative to existing religious structures to achieve this 
goal. Dark Green Religion is an umbrella term uniting a multitude of movements motivated 
by a commitment towards the environment, with the underlying spiritual component of 
considering the earth as sacred and worthy of reverent care (Taylor, 2010: ix-x). Chapter two 
provides descriptions of the four types of DGR with some examples, indicating that widely 
disparate belief systems can still be incorporated as part of the phenomenon of DGR. Uniting 
these movements in this manner may contribute to fruitful discussion concerning earth and 
humanity’s future. 
 
5.5   Contributions of the study 
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This study views the life and work of Wangari Maathai through the lens of Dark Green 
Religion and in doing that, tries to highlight the contribution she made in the battle against 
environmental degradation.  
The study of the biography of Maathai and the circumstances under which she established the 
Green Belt Movement provide insight into the role of a leader from outside of organized 
religion in providing spiritual guidance to people. In providing spiritual guidance, it is 
possible to convince people to change their worldview and lifestyle. Under the leadership and 
influence of Maathai, the worldview of rural women in Kenya changed from a traditional 
African worldview to a scientifically based environmental worldview aimed at sustainable 
living. 
The analysis of Wangari Maathai’s life and work through the lens of DGR may contribute to 
similar studies. This analysis provides a framework for future analyses of world leaders to 
evaluate their contributions to the addressing of the global environmental crisis. This study 
classifies Wangari Maathai as an exponent of DGR and as such points to the spiritual values 
underpinning her work as a valuable contribution to the concept of DGR. 
The outcomes of the study support the concept of DGR as a forum for adherents to various 
divergent religious and spiritual movements to come together under the banner of their 
common concern and reverence for the earth to formulate suitable responses to address the 
crisis. 
Lastly, the findings of this study may contribute to the body of knowledge about the life and 
work Wangari Maathai. 
 
5.6   Possibilities for future studies 
As explained in chapter one, the purpose of this study is not to be exhaustive. Much remains 
to be studied about Wangari Maathai. Her contribution to other fields of study calls for 
assessment. The work of the GBM established by Maathai is continuing after her death and 
provide opportunities for research about the impact it is making on environmental 
degradation globally and its connection with social justice issues. 
 
5.7   Closing remarks 
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An unavoidable reaction to the seriousness and magnitude of the environmental crisis facing 
the earth and her inhabitants, is one of despair and helplessness. The questions arise of how 
one person can make a difference to a global problem, and also of what an individual can do 
to make a significant and positive difference. 
In answer to these questions I give the example of Wangari Maathai’s life and work. Using 
the simple concept of planting a tree she brought about a measurable difference in the 
degradation of the environment of her country and in the process affected and inspired many 
people globally. This proves that one person can make a difference and serves as an 
admonition to every one of us to strive to do the same. 
As an aspiring scholar in religious studies it is my hope that this study will in some way make 
a difference and a contribution to addressing the current global environmental crisis. 
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